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Name What Matters Most to You

 

Seek first [God’s] kingdom . . . and all these things will be given to you as well.

Matthew 6:33
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Missy is one of our heroes, not because she is well known but for her hidden life of courage and beauty. We met when she was eleven years old, while Lisa and I were visiting families in a housing project where we organized a weekly kids’ club. Tall for her age and extremely friendly, she quickly became a part of our lives, helping with kids’ club, grocery shopping with Lisa or joining us for dinner at our apartment. Her home life was difficult. Dad was unemployed and battling drug and alcohol addictions. Mom was a survivor of abuse, and both parents struggled with bouts of explosive anger. The oldest of four children, Missy was more like a mother than a sister to her siblings. One day she told us that she needed a new Bible to replace the one we’d given her, explaining that she’d been reading it to the younger children as they fell asleep. It got soiled with urine when her younger brother, who has autism, wet the bed. When Missy was twelve, her dad lost control of his temper and struck her. After he was removed from the home, her mom invited a young man, later incarcerated for child sexual abuse, to live with the family.

Missy found a lot of comfort in the worship songs we sang at kids’ club, and she asked me to teach her to play the guitar. We helped her buy a guitar, and once a week I would stop by to give a lesson, though we often ended up talking about her hurts, her concerns for her family or why God would allow these bad things to keep happening. When the house was loud and full of unsafe people, Missy would take the children upstairs and teach them the songs she had learned to play. Eventually she and her siblings were placed in foster care.

Despite the pain and obstacles she faced, Missy kept a strong faith in God, love for her family and a vision for her life. While most girls from the projects dropped out and had children before finishing high school, Missy stayed in school and in church, and eventually graduated from community college. She spent much of her early twenties working and volunteering with an early childhood education program in her neighborhood.

We’ve kept in touch over the years, and I recently asked Missy what matters most to her. She came back with a quick answer: God, my kids, my healing and my family. Missy has two children, Angel and Isaiah, ages six and seven. Both were diagnosed with severe autism spectrum disorder. Being the parent of a child with severe autism can be a delight, but it’s not a life that most would choose. Many would say it’s a life that is chosen for you. As a single parent, Missy’s life is devoted to caring for her children’s needs. In her words, “They consume most of my time, energy and intellect.” Being a good parent to these children has many components: creating a calm environment, preparing a special diet, changing pull-ups, maintaining strict routines, practicing effective communication strategies and setting up twice-a-week in-home therapy sessions. She has to manage well the small amount of disability money she receives in order to pay her bills and provide her children with the specialized diet they ­require—a skill she has learned by necessity.

When I asked Missy what role God plays in her life, she said, “God? If I didn’t have God in my life I wouldn’t be able to do what I’m doing. He is working behind the scenes to help me.” When her kids were diagnosed, she walked outside and shouted at the sky, “God, I can’t do this. Why would you trust the most fragile kids in the world to me?” Missy says she heard a voice say, “I didn’t give them to you so you can do this alone. You can rely on me.” Having a conversational relationship with God helps her through the day.

Missy says that seeking healing is important to her because it helps her to become a better parent. “I have a lot of issues because of how I grew up. I have PTSD and dissociative disorder from the abuse I suffered. I also have a hard time setting healthy personal boundaries.” She prays, journals and talks with friends, attends a church small group and is taking steps to exercise, eat better and get in shape. A fascinating turn of events is that her dad, who is now in recovery, has become a major source of support and spiritual strength. Looking back, Missy has many treasured memories of time with her mom making doll clothes, going on long walks and being taught to read. She believes her mom did the best she could and hopes that one day her mom can learn to “forgive and love on herself.” Missy still plays an important role in her family as a daughter, a sister and a peacemaker.

Despite the incredible challenges she faces in life, Missy seeks to live from a deeper sense of vision and values, naming what matters most. We’re inspired by her personal purpose statement: “Who I want to be is vastly different from who I am. But I will persevere. Not by my strength or abilities, but I will trust in God. I have to believe He made me for a special purpose, and it’s ALWAYS too soon to quit!”

Living into the Questions

It’s never too late or too early to ask, Who am I and what do I want to be about? All the events of your life are conspiring to help you live into those questions. In the simplicity workshops that Lisa and I lead, whenever we ask participants to name what matters most to them, we are amazed by their quick responses. Though we may hesitate to voice the good dreams that are deep inside of us, they are often on the tip of our tongues:

“I want to work on behalf of women and children in the developing world.”

“I love to solve problems and climb big mountains.”

“I want to help those affected by human trafficking and extreme poverty.”

“I love to make music.”

“My dream might seem small, but I just want to have a good family. In the home I grew up in there was a lot of pain. I want to provide my kids with a safer and more loving environment.”

Once during our workshop a woman began to cry. “I’m sad because I don’t know what my purpose in life is!” she explained. “It’s okay not to know,” we replied. “If you don’t feel like you know what your purpose in life is, maybe your purpose, at this point, is to search for the answer.”

Thomas Merton suggests that although we instinctually know that life is meaningful, we don’t know exactly what that meaning is. And so the task of our lives is to discover how life is meaningful. We may be tempted to settle for simplistic answers and miss it. Or we might be seduced to conclude that the answer is indiscernible and slip into despair. Merton suggests that it takes courage to continue to live into the questions.[10] In this chapter we are inviting you to live into four questions that will help you name what matters most to you:


	What is my ultimate purpose?

	Who am I?

	What’s right in front of me?

	What will matter in the end?



Some of us love to ponder the “big” questions. For others, those questions make our heads spin or seem removed from our everyday lives. We think naming what matters most involves asking larger top-down questions of meaning and paying attention to the bottom-up details of everyday life. The challenge for some of us is to connect our activities to a larger vision, and for others the challenge is to connect our big dreams to specific actions and tasks.

What Is My Ultimate Purpose?

The ancient Hebrews believed that the ultimate purpose of human life is expressed in the greatest command, in Jewish tradition called the Shema, which Jesus affirmed when he said that what matters most is to “love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength. . . . [And to] love your neighbor as yourself” (Mark 12:30-31). Or as the prophet Micah put it,


He has shown you, O [people] what is good.

And what does the LORD require of you?

To act justly and to love mercy

and to walk humbly with your God. (Micah 6:8)



Jesus expanded on this with the revolutionary message that “the kingdom of God has come near” (Mark 1:15), affirming that our Creator is actively at work in our world bringing greater wholeness and restoration. Even more remarkable, Jesus believed that we can be agents of God’s healing work in the world, which is evident from statements he made like “The kingdom of God is within you” (Luke 17:21 NIV 1984) and “Seek first [God’s] kingdom” (Matthew 6:33). Paul the apostle echoed this same sentiment when he said, “We are God’s handiwork, created . . . to do good” (Ephesians 2:10). This harkens back to the Genesis story in which Adam and Eve, as creatures made in the image of the invisible God, received the mandate to be good stewards of the creation (Genesis 1:26-28). The point seems to be that we can choose to live conscious of the fact that our actions matter and contribute to a larger story of God’s dreams for our world.

In the garden, just before he was crucified, Jesus prayed, “This is eternal life: that they know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent” (John 17:3). Similarly, when Paul the apostle spoke in Athens, using philosophical language, he said,

From one man [God] made every nation . . . that they should inhabit the whole earth; and [God] determined the times set for them and the exact places where they should live. God did this so that [people] would seek [God] and perhaps reach out for [God] and find [God], though [God] is not far from each one of us. “For in [God] we live and move and have our being.” (Acts 17:26-28)

Elsewhere Paul states that his ultimate goal was to “know Christ” and the power of resurrection (Philippians 3:10). We’re intrigued that the core of the Bible’s message about our ultimate purpose isn’t about doing or achieving. It’s about relationship. Anyone, no matter what their age, or location in life, whether they are rich or poor, can pursue and experience what matters most—learning to live life with God. One way to summarize this is to say that our purpose is: to live with God and participate in the restorative activity of God in our world.



In one sentence, how would you summarize the ultimate purpose of human existence?

Some people find it helpful to have a verse from Scripture that guides their life and decision making. If this is a meaningful activity for you, what verse would you choose?





What Does It Look Like for Me to Seek God’s Kingdom?

In a big-picture sense we were made for relationship with God and one another, to enjoy life and to become good stewards of creation by seeking the greater good. But these ultimate statements of purpose don’t address the everyday details of how you, specifically, are called to live out your purpose. This is why self-awareness is so important. A good question to ask is, Being the person that I am, in the time and place where I live, what does loving God and people look like for me?

That may be a question worth spending the rest of your life asking and striving to answer by the choices you make.

Journal Exercise: Who Am I?

It’s never too late (or too soon) to think about who you are and to reflect on the good dreams that are deep inside of you. We find it helpful to spend some time considering these questions at least once a year. Take fifteen minutes to respond to the following questions.[11] You probably won’t have to think that hard about these questions because what’s most true about you is probably on the tip of your tongue. For each question write down the one or two things that come immediately to mind.


	What am I passionate about? When do I feel most alive, vital, and energized? Your answer to these questions can help you identify the unique way that you were made to be of use in this world.

	How would I describe my personality and temperament? Am I an introvert or extrovert? What core yearnings motivate my actions and decisions? When you are reflecting on your vision and goals, it is important to consider the gift and limits of your personality. You don’t have to become someone else. Imagine scenarios that are realistic to who you were created to be.

	Who is calling out the best in me? What do people recognize and affirm about my best contribution to the world? The feedback you receive from people who know you well can provide important clues about your destiny. If you aren’t sure what people would say, ask them.

	Who are the people in my life that are important for me to care for and journey with over my lifetime? This question acknowledges the fact that we are not meant to live as isolated individuals. Who are the stakeholders in your life (e.g., family, friends, a particular place and people)?

	In what areas do I long for greater wholeness in my personal life? Each of us has wounds or struggles that we must face as we enter God’s light more fully. Part of your journey as a person is discovering healing and finding ways to navigate your weaknesses.

	Where do I sense the greatest need for justice and healing in our world? The struggles of suffering people, both locally and globally, can seem overwhelming. No one person can possibly carry all that pain. Each of us has been given sensitivity to a certain frequency of needs. What is breaking your heart that breaks the heart of God? Is it the physical needs of those in poverty; the emotional needs of those who are displaced, lonely or abused; the destruction of our natural resources; or something else?

	What are my strongest talents, passions and skills? Where can they be of greatest service to others? You’ve been given skills, talents and expertise that can be leveraged for the good of the world. One of your primary life tasks is discerning how to best utilize these resources.

	How does the work I presently do contribute to the greater good that God desires for our world? Although a worthy ambition, few of us get to do paid work that fully expresses all of our gifts and passions. But most jobs contribute something important to human society. School teachers help educate the next generation of citizens. Medical care providers support our physical health. Engineers and designers create products and structures to make our world safe, elegant and functional. Politicians, attorneys and law enforcement personnel create and enforce policies for the common good. Artists help us explore the wonder, beauty and terror of the human condition. How does the work you do bring good to the world?



What Matters Most to You?

When Lisa and I began to consider getting married, I sought my dad’s advice. He said, “Mark, you two are obviously in love with each other and a good match.” What he said next surprised me: “But you should really take some time to figure out who you are and what you want to be about in life before you invite someone else into it.”

Who are you and what do you want to be about?

When my father posed this, it came with a tinge of regret. When he was nineteen, he didn’t know what he wanted to be about or even what he wanted to study in college. What he did know was that there was this girl (my mom) that he wanted to spend the rest of his life with, and that his relationship with God was important. My father came of age during the height of the Vietnam War, so his uncertainty about his future was partly answered by the draft. After marrying my mom he spent four years stationed in Germany with the US military. When he left the army he had two children to feed and took whatever work he could get. Although his life proved to be deeply meaningful, he wished he’d been more proactive about naming what mattered most to him earlier in life. He believed I had a chance to choose a path before it was chosen for me by the urgencies and circumstances of life.

Maybe it was the project management training he received in the military or just natural instinct, but Dad has always asked questions about what matters most and then set goals and made plans based on those goals. And he’s still asking those questions with courage and ruthless self-examination. After years dominated by providing for a family and caring for aging parents, it took some time after retirement for the dreams and visions he’d left dormant to reawaken. At first he didn’t quite know what to do with all the time on his hands. Gradually, he began investigating new interests and taking new risks. He spent eight months developing and teaching life skills classes at a local homeless shelter. He took time to deepen his spiritual life and tried new paths of prayer. Several days a week he enjoyed caring for his grandchildren. When a young, well-respected council person was tragically shot and killed in his city, Dad participated in demonstrations and started volunteering with a local peace activist group. He also began organizing neighborhood block parties to help build trust and safety among neighbors of many different ethnic backgrounds. Though he’d never been to the Two-Thirds World, he took the risk to participate in a serving trip to Haiti after the earthquake, where he worked with children in an orphanage. These experiences led to a deeper interest in crosscultural understanding and engagement. Recently, he began volunteering with a group that builds relationships with Muslim graduate students. Now serving as an elder in his church, he hopes to be an advocate for compassion, neighborhood engagement and cultural understanding.

Task: Creating a Five-Word Purpose Statement

Now that you’ve spent some time exploring and discerning who you are and what you were made to do, see if you can summarize that vision concisely using just five words. Use words that embody who you are and what you want your life to be about. For example, Lisa’s five words are teacher, caregiver, maker, helper, friend. You might also find it helpful to create an “I statement” to go along with each of your words. The following are Mark’s five words with “I statements”:

Mystic: I want to live in awareness and surrender to my Creator.

Lover: I want to be a caring and connected husband, father, son and friend.

Artist: I want to explore and express the wonder, beauty and terror of life.

Teacher: I want to help people experience transformation through active learning.

Healer: I want to be a friend to those who struggle and work on behalf of those who suffer.

Notice that this purpose statement doesn’t directly address questions of job or career goals. That’s because a purpose statement is intended to highlight deeper values of identity that might be expressed in a variety of paid or unpaid roles. Discerning who you are and what you are truly after in life is more important and enduring than any role or position you might have.

If you had to capture who you are and what you are about in five words with “I statements” what would you write?

_______: I want to __________________

_______: I want to __________________

_______: I want to __________________

_______: I want to __________________

_______: I want to __________________

 

Once you have developed your purpose statement, you can use it to help you find meaning in your current activities. “I’m caring for this child because family is important to me.” Or “I’m answering this email because it’s part of my work as a maker to bring good to the world.” You can also use your purpose statement to help you make clear choices when presented with new opportunities. “Does this fit with my deeper values and sense of identity?” Your purpose statement is a tool to help you make good decisions about your time and money. It’s not intended to be a list of rules. Expect your purpose statement to shift or become more focused over time.

If you are part of a family, you may also want to create a family purpose statement to help guide your decision making. Here’s our family purpose statement:


Know and love God.

Nurture and care for one another.

Offer hospitality.

Care for people with struggles.

Live creatively and use our gifts to serve others.

Live a life of gratitude and simplicity.
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How can you help a child discover his or her purpose in the world? I believe it begins with noticing who the child is—including personality, strengths and interests—and affirming that God made him or her to be a good person. Notice what the child gravitates toward. What can you expose the child to? What experiences can you offer the child that may ignite his or her interest or passion? Each child has God-given gifts that can be cultivated for the good of others.

One of our children loves to explain things. In fact, one of his first words was the word actually. As he’s grown, we’ve looked for healthy ways for him to explore this passion for knowing and telling. When he was twelve, he was asked to assist in helping to teach five- and six-year-olds in a nature studies class. In high school he has worked at a science museum, explaining exhibits to the public and how various scientific demonstrations work. This summer he helped kids in East Oakland document where they see God’s beauty in their neighborhood through photography. Our hope is that as he has had the opportunity to experience different ways of teaching and explaining, he might have a better idea of the sorts of things that he is made to do and even some of the things that he is not made to do.

You can open doors for a child by connecting them with people and situations that inspire them. Show the child how he or she might do good in the world. Let the child see places where the world aches for the touch of God. Perhaps he or she will be drawn to do something. Support the child and help them make their good ideas happen.





What’s Right in Front of Me?

What is the meaning of life? The ancient philosopher of Ecclesiastes went on a daring quest to discover the answer to this question. He trained in scholarly wisdom, acquired wealth and power, and pursued sensual pleasures, denying nothing his “eyes desired” (Ecclesiastes 2:10). He discovered that life cannot be any more meaningful than it already is. If you strive too hard, you will miss it. True meaning is found in the details: enjoying our food, our work and our closest relationships, and being conscious of the ultimate reality who gave us life as a gift and sacred trust. In fact striving and discontent are what can make life seem meaninglessness. His conclusion was:

A person can do nothing better than to eat and drink and find satisfaction in their toil. This too, I see, is from the hand of God, for without him, who can eat or find enjoyment? To the person who pleases him, God gives wisdom, knowledge and happiness, but to the sinner he gives the task of gathering and storing up wealth to hand it over to the one who pleases God. This too is meaningless, a chasing after the wind. (Ecclesiastes 2:24-26)

We often set goals with the hope that what we wish to achieve or acquire will make our lives more meaningful or fulfilling. Our goals can be a not-so-subtle expression of discontent: I’ll be happy when . . . I’m married . . . I own a home . . . I have a child . . . I have gotten my dream job . . . I’ve gone on my dream vacation . . . or I’ve achieved an important milestone in my career. The truth is that right now you have everything you need to have a meaningful and fulfilling life. Perhaps the greatest goal you could have in life is to more deeply embrace the life you’ve been given—your work, your relationships, your enjoyment of life’s simple pleasures and your awareness of the sacred. This was what the wise teacher of Ecclesiastes repeated:

Go, eat your food with gladness, and drink your wine with a joyful heart, for God has already approved what you do. Always be clothed in white, and always anoint your head with oil. Enjoy life with your wife, whom you love, all the days of this meaningless life that God has given you under the sun—all your meaningless days. For this is your lot in life and in your toilsome labor under the sun. Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might. (Ecclesiastes 9:7-10)

Task: Create One-Year Goals in Key Life Areas

How do you want to more deeply embrace the life you’ve been given? Consider the basic aspects of your life: your physical health, your relationships, the work of your hands, your soul care and emotional well-being, and the simple pleasures of life that you enjoy. We can set goals in each of these areas to deepen our experience of and satisfaction with the lives we’ve been given. For each area, consider how you would like to deepen your experience of that aspect of your life over the next year by taking three to five concrete steps of action.

Body care. What is your goal for physical health and well-being? Use an I statement like, “I would like to have more energy and maintain a healthy weight.”

 

 

 

What are three to five steps that support this goal? Examples: Eat more fruits and vegetables. Exercise four to five times a week. Get at least seven hours of sleep per night.

1.

 

2.

 

3.

 

4.

 

5.

 

What are the time or financial considerations are related to taking these steps? Examples: Buy new running shoes. Go to the farmers’ market every Saturday.

 

 

Relationships. You are connected to family, friends, coworkers and neighbors. How would you like to see these relationships made deeper or stronger? What goals do you have for your most important relationships?

 

 

What are three to five steps that support this goal? Examples: Go on a weekly date with my partner. Call my parents/siblings once a month. Eat dinner with my family/housemates.

1.

 

2.

 

3.

 

4.

 

5.

 

What are the time or financial considerations related to taking these steps? Examples: Set aside time and funds for weekly dates. Schedule a visit to my grandmother and save up travel money.

 

 

The work of your hands. How does the work you do, whether paid or unpaid, provide for needs, serve others, express your gifts and contribute to the greater good of God’s kingdom? What are your goals for the work that you do?

 

 

What are three to five steps that support this goal? Examples: Pray daily for my boss and coworkers. Make a list of priorities for each day of work. Get a journal article published. Look for a job that better fits my deeper passions.

1.

 

2.

 

3.

 

4.

 

5.

 

What are the time or financial considerations related to taking these steps? Examples: Set aside funds to take a computer skills class. Schedule time off to work on my dissertation.

 

 

Soul care. You were created to live in reverence and grateful awareness of your Maker. What are your goals for deepening your connection to the sacred and being emotionally healthy and centered?

 

 

What are three to five steps that support this goal? Examples: Set aside thirty minutes a day for meditation and prayer. Take an annual silent retreat. Go on a weekly hike with a supportive friend.

1.

 

2.

 

3.

 

4.

 

5.

 

What are the time or financial considerations related to taking these steps? Examples: Set aside funds to stay at retreat center. Leave work promptly at 5 p.m.

 

 

Rest and play. This might include things like food, nature, hobbies and culture. What helps you relax and experience what we’ve been given to enjoy? What is your goal for enjoying the simple pleasures of life?

 

 

What are the three to five steps that support this goal? Examples: Cook food for friends. Go fishing. Visit an art museum. Watch a football game. Knit a sweater.

1.

 

2.

 

3.

 

4.

 

5.

 

What are the time or financial considerations related to taking these steps? Examples: Budget funds for craft supplies. Buy a museum membership. Reserve one day a week for recreation.

 

 

 

 

Don’t feel like this exercise is once and for all time. As you learn and grow, your values and goals may shift, change or become more clearly defined. That’s why it’s a good idea to check in on your values and goals once a month, and reevaluate them each year—and especially at every new life stage (or about every five years).

What Will Matter in the End?

I once asked my grandfather if he had any advice for me after living for so many years. “Don’t get old,” he replied with a smirk. I remember visiting him in the care facility where he lived during his last days. After my grandmother passed away and the possessions of their house had been sold or given away, all that he owned fit in a single room in a few dresser drawers. No one at the care facility could fully appreciate who this man was—that he’d been a distinguished college professor, an accomplished photographer or that before he’d lost his speech he was an exceptional storyteller. The achievements of his life were now in the past and largely forgotten. On a crumpled piece of paper my grandfather kept a penciled list of articles he’d written for popular magazines and academic journals, the last evidence of the accomplishments of his life. He would hand me the piece of paper and point at the list, as if to say, “See who I was and what I’ve done.” That image has stuck with me.

Thinking about the end can help bring what matters into focus. For my grandfather it came down to the love and care of his family, the comfort of praying the Psalms and the simple pleasure of a short walk through the turning leaves of fall. In an article titled “Regrets of the Dying,” Bronnie Ware reports the top five regrets of the patients she worked with during the years she provided palliative care:


	I wish I’d had the courage to live a life true to myself, not the life others expected of me.

	I wish I didn’t work so hard.

	I wish I’d had the courage to express my feelings.

	I wish I’d stayed in touch with my friends.

	I wish that I had let myself be happier.[12]



How sad to consider that so many of us spend our lives the way we thought we should live, rather than in a way that is truly fulfilling. Thinking toward the future can help us clarify our deeper life purpose and goals.

Journal Exercise: Imagining the Future

Imagine you reach the ripe old age of eighty-five in good health and of sound mind. How do you hope to look? Who do you hope to spend your time with? What do you imagine you will do with your time? What will you look back on with gratitude and satisfaction?

When you are considering what matters most to you, it can also help to think about the fact that you are going to die. “Teach us to number our days, that we may gain a heart of wisdom” (Psalm 90:12). Someday your body will be laid in a coffin. What do you hope the people closest to you might say at your funeral? What kind of obituary will they write for the local newspaper?

If contemplating your death seems a bit too morbid, what are some pictures you see of yourself in the less distant future? These pictures can be a powerful tool for helping you decide what’s important.



Do you find it exciting or challenging to think about larger questions of vision and purpose? Why?

Which exercise was the most interesting or had the most impact on you? Explain.

What new insights or questions came up for you when you were doing these exercises?

What surprised you about your responses?





Before moving on to the next chapter, turn to session two of the group learning guide and watch “Session 2: Name What Matters Most to You” from the Free video series.
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Practicing the Way of Jesus: Life Together in the Kingdom of Love

220 pages, paperback, 978-0-8308-3634-5, $15.00

ebook, 978-0-8308-6872-8, $12.00

Take a casual survey of how people practice their faith, and you might reasonably conclude that Jesus spent his life going door to door offering private lessons, complete with chalkboard and pop quizzes. We think about God in the comfort of our own minds, in isolation from one another; meanwhile the world waits for a people to practice the way of Jesus together.

Mark Scandrette contends that Jesus has in mind something more lively for us: not a classroom so much as a kingdom, where our formation takes place not only in our heads but in our hearts and our bodies, and in the company of one another, in a way that blesses the world we've been entrusted with.

In Practicing the Way of Jesus Scandrette draws from his experience as a spiritual director and leader of an intentional community, as well as the best contemporary thinking on kingdom spirituality, to paint a picture of life lived together, in the way of Jesus—which is another way of saying life lived to the full.
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