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Our culture is obsessed with happiness, but what if there's a more fulfilling path? 
Happiness comes and goes, says writer Emily Esfahani Smith, but having meaning in life 
-- serving something beyond yourself and developing the best within you -- gives you 
something to hold onto. Learn more about the difference between being happy and 
having meaning as Smith offers four pillars of a meaningful life. 
 

 

Spiritual Practices:   Meaning  

The Basic Practice 

Meaning is one of those overview terms that seems to sum up the spiritual life. Many 
people, in fact, define spirituality as the search for meaning and purpose. But this is also a 
specific practice that can be learned, developed, and applied. It involves both seeking and 
making.  

Seek meaning by looking for the big picture encompassing your experiences. Watch for 
patterns in the world and in your own behavior. Make meanings by attaching analogies, 
metaphors, symbols, and stories to things and events. See what messages come to you 
when you regard them in this way.  

Expose yourself to the various values assigned to everyday life by the popular culture, 
philosophy, and the world religions. Learn more about how you can understand things. 
Take a course. Go to a lecture. Listen to an audio book.  

 

Why This Practice May Be For You 

The universe is a friendly place, and everything in it has meaning. Nothing happens by 
chance. To everything there is a purpose. If you find yourself hesitating upon reading 
these statements, you are not unusual. We live in a time of rampant cynicism. This is a 
major block to spiritual literacy and the practice of meaning.  



If we think nothing deserves to be taken seriously, then it is easy to regard what happens 
to us as insignificant, pointless, and capricious. After all, what really matters if the 
universe is characterized by random occurrences? On a personal level, this translates to 
the feeling that there is no direction to our lives.  

If what you are doing doesn't seem important, it's time to work with the practice of 
meaning. Your place in the larger picture may not become apparent immediately, but you 
will increase your ability to discern the possibilities available to you. Eventually, the 
regular practice of meaning yields understanding, not only of who you are but why you 
and everything else are here.  

 

Daily Cue, Reminder, Vow, Blessing 

• Reading a new book is a cue for me to participate in the great adventure of finding 
meaning. 

• When I hear a soul-stirring lecture, I am reminded of my obligation to make meaning 
from my experiences. 

• When I leave a theater after seeing a movie, I vow to ponder its meanings slowly and 
seriously. 

• Blessed is the Old Wise One who blesses me with new understanding. 

 

Books 
 
Man’s Search for Meaning   Viktor Frankl 

 
In 1942, Viktor Frankl, a Jewish psychiatrist in Vienna, was transported to a Nazi 
concentration camp. Man’s Search For Meaning, based off of his experiences during the 
Holocaust, is about how to find meaning amid suffering. He paraphrases Nietzsche in 
the book: He who knows the “why” for his existence can withstand almost any "how." 
This is a classic work that shows why human beings have such a powerful need for 
meaning. 
 

Middlemarch  George Eliot 
 
A lot of young adults think that the key to leading a meaningful life is changing the world 
in some grand way—like by curing some disease or launching the next big company. 
And that’s basically what Dorothea Brooke and Tertius Lydgate think, too. These two 
young adults yearn for meaning and want to lead epic lives. But as the novel progresses, 



their hopes and dreams are dashed. Even so, Eliot wants us to see that a meaningful life 
doesn’t have to be extraordinary or epic. Ordinary lives are also full of meaning, too. 

 
Life of Pi   Yann Martel 
 

This novel tells the story of a teenage boy named Pi, who, in the aftermath of a shipwreck 
that has killed his family, finds himself aboard a lifeboat with a Bengal tiger. Pi’s story of 
resilience and growth in the face of tragedy is incredible once you realize what really 
happened on board the lifeboat. Though what really happened is tragic, Pi chooses to tell 
a different story. His story parallels what truly happened, but is hopeful and redemptive 
rather than bleak and nihilistic. The novel is a beautiful illustration of how storytelling 
helps us make sense of our lives, especially in times of trouble. 

 
The Death of Ivan Ilyich  Leo Tolstoy 
 

Many people believe that if they chase career success, material wealth, and status, they 
will find happiness and fulfillment. In this novella, Tolstoy shatters those assumptions. 
Ivan Ilyich is a judge who leads a superficial life devoted to climbing the social ladder. 
Then, one day, he falls and is terminally injured. As a result of dying, he comes to the 
devastating realization that his life was false and meaningless. But he also comes to see 
where meaning in life truly lies. 

 

 

 


