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HOW TO USE THIS KIT
Welcome to the Science of Meaning Interactive Kit. This kit is intended to teach 

tweens and teens about the science of meaning in an engaging manner. You’ll find 
several different sections in the kit as outlined below. For the best experience, we 
recommend going through this kit in order. Enjoy your adventure!

What’s included?

•	 Story:	“The Dawn of Meaning” is divided into five separate parts that form one 
continuous story. 

•	 Reflection	Questions:	A personal reflection page follows each part. 

•	 Discussion	Questions: At the conclusion of the story, you’ll find a list of 
discussion questions that can be worked through as a group, or individually if 
preferred.

•	 Interactive	Journal: Next, you’ll find an interactive journal divided into five parts, 
each directly related to a portion of the story. There you’ll find greater insight 
into the science of meaning, including brief descriptions of scientific studies, 
references to the story, and guided journaling pages with activities to deepen 
the reader’s understanding of, and connection to, the concept of meaning. 

•	 Lesson	Plan:	Teachers may reference the lesson plan at the back of this packet 
for additional insight into structuring the group work.
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“We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are 
created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator 

with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, 
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”

-Thomas Jefferson

“The meaning of life is to find your gift. 
The purpose of life is to give it away.”

-Pablo Picasso

“These are what I call the Four Pillars of Meaning... the 
building blocks of a meaningful life... having a sense of 
belonging, purpose, storytelling, and transcendence.”

-Emily Esfahani Smith

THE DAWN OF MEANING
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THE DAWN OF MEANING (PART 1 OF 5)
The career planning center was constructed inside the high school as an 

afterthought. High schools had never been built with dedicated space for such 
things, but with kids being asked to choose career paths earlier and earlier in their 
lives, some began the process of retrofitting. Most reading and research materials 
were now online, so converting the library made the most sense. Hence, the “Life’s 
Pursuit Center” was built. Sponsored by Loca-Cola. “Open Happiness” was the 
slogan scribed next to the trademark. 

Tyrus was carried through the corridor by the moving sidewalk. He read posters 
on the walls on either side. “Smile! Happiness looks gorgeous on you!” “Whatever 
you do, make sure it makes you happy!” “Breathe in the happiness and don’t let it slip 
away!” The last one had a picture of a woman on it. She was standing in the front 
yard of a beautiful house, arms stretched out, children and a husband on either side 
of her, her white, angelic dress catching light. So that’s what happiness looks like, 
Tyrus thought. That, and a bottle of Loca-Cola.

Inside there were five desks, each with a career counselor seated behind it, 
and two of them were already engaged with other students. Tyrus noticed one of 
those students immediately: red-faced, 
tight-lipped, arms crossed. She had a 
shaved head and earings running up her 
cartilage. One through her nose, too.

The giant room was sterile-
white and smelled like fresh paint. The 
counselor at the empty desk stood, 
pointed an ID scanner at Tyrus, checked 
her computer screen, then smiled.

“Tyrus! I thought that was you. 
We’re happy you’re here. Please, have a 
seat.”

“Thank you.”

“Would you like a Loca-Cola?”

“No, thank you.”

“Don’t mind if I do!” she said, as she 
reached into her desk drawer, pulled out 
a can and cracked it open. “I never get 
tired of those tickly bubbles,” she said, 
smiling. “Sure you don’t want one?”

“Yeah, I’m sure.”
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“Whatever makes you happy!”

“Yeah, I get that.”

“So,” she said in a loud, caffeinated voice, “let’s get some forms started, hmm?” 
She opened a second laptop and started clicking around. “I’m going to ask you a 
series of questions to get you started, then I’m going to have you finish the rest on 
your own.” She adjusted the two laptops so that they were inline with one another, 
and gently nudged each several times, never quite satisfied. “Okay! So! Question one: 
what do you want to be when you grow up?”

“Ha!”

“What’s funny?”

Tyrus looked at her, with her fingers poised above the keys and her permanent, 
dimpled smile. It was impossible to tell if someone who looked like that was joking or 
not. “Is that a serious question?”

“Well, yes, why would it not be?”

“It’s just…” He shifted in his chair. “I mean, I’m in my teens. That sounds like the 
kind of question you ask a kindergartener.”

The woman looked down at her computer, scanned Tyrus’s face again, then 
compared her two screens. “Well, would you look at that. You’re right. I went to the 
wrong form!” 

While she sorted things out, Tyrus looked at the other desks, the other students 
talking to career counselors, having experiences that were exactly the same, for all he 
knew.

“Okay! So! Here we go,” she said, taking a swig of Loca-Cola. “Question one: 
what is your passion?”

“My passion? I don’t know. I don’t know that I have one.”

“No passion? Hmm. Okay then. We’ll come back to that one. Maybe you’ll come 
up with one in the next few minutes. Question two: what subjects do you excel at?”

“Excel?”

“Right. What are you really super-duper good at?”

“Yeah, I got it. Um… I guess I’m not sure.”

“Not sure. Hmm.” She picked up the ID scanner and again ran it over him. The 
device looked like a checkout scanner at the grocery store, and when the red light hit 
his eyes, Tyrus grimaced. 

“Ahh, stop!”



The Dawn of Meaning / 8GoZen.com

“Well, it looks like you’re a slightly above average student, and last semester 
it was math that was your best subject. So I’ll put you down for that. You excel at 
math.”

“But I don’t like math.”

“That wasn’t the question. The question was ‘what do you excel at?’ You excel 
at math. It says so right here. See? Aren’t you glad you came in? Now, question three: 
what makes you happy?”

Happy. Happy. Happy. The word was thrown around so much, Tyrus wasn’t 
sure what it meant anymore. Don’t worry, be happy. Happy shiny people. Happy 
days. Do what makes you happy. Happy is the greatest form of success. Happy new 
year. Happy birthday. Happy graduation. “I don’t know,” he said.

“Could be anything. What makes you happy?”

“I said I don’t know.”

“You don’t know what makes you happy? Are you depressed?”

“I’m not … I don’t think I’m depressed. I just don’t know what you mean by 
happy. I don’t know what happy is.”

“Happy is the opposite of sad.”

“Yeah, I get that. I just don’t know what it’s supposed to mean to my future. I 
don’t know how it’s a place I’m supposed to get to. Like it’s some end point. A finish 
line. Happy isn’t a noun.”

“But happiness is.” 

“I can’t be a ‘happiness’ for a living! I mean, look at your walls! ‘If I do this I’ll be 
happy. If I buy this I’ll be happy. If I drink this Loca-Cola I’ll be happy.’”

“The Loca-Cola did make me happy.”
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“Are you still happy? Did the happy last? Are you sitting in a pile of happy 
right now? I think you felt good for a minute, then you went back to normal. Then 
you need another Loca-Cola to be happy. That doesn’t sound like happiness to me. 
That sounds like an addiction. I have things like that. Things that make me happy. 
But then it goes away, and then I feel bad about myself because I’m not happy 
anymore. And you people make me feel like I should be happy constantly and like 
I’m doing something wrong if I’m not. You know, I saw something the other day that 
said people who make happiness a goal are usually less happy, because happiness 
is always up and down. All emotions are up and down. You can’t hold them. So if 
you set a goal that you can’t achieve most of the time, it leaves people feeling … 
inadequate. Depressed.”

“So you are depressed.”

“I’m not depressed!” He said this louder than he wanted, 
and everyone in the room turned and stared. The girl with the 
shaved head was grinning now.

 The counselor looked at Tyrus, blinked uncontrollably 
for a moment, something firing in her mind. Then she started 
typing.

“What are you writing about me?” he said.

“Un … dee … ci … ded.”

“Seriously? Did you hear anything I just said? I said happiness isn’t a realistic 
goal. There’s got to be something more, right? Do you have any different forms? 
Something with more meaning.”

“Meaning? I already told you. The meaning of happiness is the opposite of 
sadness.”

“First of all, that’s not what I meant. Second, you can’t define everything with 
opposites.”

“Why not?”

“Fine, tell me then, what’s the opposite of meaning?”

The woman blinked again, for what seemed like forever, as if something was 
short circuiting inside her.

Tyrus watched until he could no longer, then stood up.

“Wait,” she said. “Meaningless!”

“I feel like I’m going crazy.”

The woman picked up the scanner, ran it over his face, looked at the screen and 
said, “Not from what I can see here.”

Why is the girl with the  
shaved head grinning? 

What’s so funny?
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PART 1: REFLECTION QUESTIONS
Tyrus is struggling with the idea of happiness. Without using opposites, 
what does the word “happiness” mean to you? Using your own definition, 
what makes you happy? 
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THE DAWN OF MEANING (PART 2 OF 5)
Becca put a fresh cut on her hair, wrapped up the clipper and cleaned up the 

bathroom. Back in her room and at her desk, she ran her hand over her buzzed head, 
over and over, enjoying the sensation of the tiny hairs on her palm, the tingles on her 
scalp. Simple pleasures. She needed those subtle moments of happiness. 

It was almost time for the call. She slipped the VR gear onto her eyes, ears, 
hands, then, at the stroke of 7:00, she went live, tapped in, and waited for the others. 
While she waited, she played with the environment. With twists of her hands, 
she changed the room from a beach in Hawaii, to an art gallery, to a rainforest, 
to a cathedral. Each new environment was preceded by a commercial for some 
product she was meant to crave but didn’t. She finally settled on the moon for her 
surroundings. Seemed like a fun idea. It would be for her, anyway; nobody else would 
see that environment. They’d pick their own. So while Becca sat in moon dust and 
drew little pictures in the surface with her finger, maybe Shawna would be on Mount 
Everest. Or Ziva would be in the old west. The idea was for everyone to have their 
own experience. But something about that never felt right to Becca.

Soon enough, the others were online and the chat went on as it always did. 
Conversation was dull: who said what, and who looked at where, and when he 
said if, then we saw how. It was the typical sharing of details and lives in the way 
that friends do. But when it came to Becca, she took pause. Something was wrong. 
Hollow. This wasn’t working.

“Hello? Becca? Did your gear freeze?” said Shawna.

Becca said nothing. She just stared at these people, 
her people, her friends, and wondered what she was 
doing in there with them. There was a pressure inside 
her, one that she couldn’t identify, and that she didn’t 
have the means to release. It hurt, as if she wasn’t 
breathing.

“I don’t think her mic is working,” said Ziva.

“Becca, your mic isn’t working,” said Kyle.

“Try resetting your headset,” said Shawna.

“No,” she said at last. “I’m here. The gear is working. But I’m not sure that I am.” 
Their faces were all straight, their eyes waiting--or the representations of their eyes, 
at least. Becca wondered what their real eyes revealed.

“What do you mean you’re not sure you’re working?” said Ziva.

“Are you okay?” said Kyle.

“Should we dial WebMD?” said Shawna.

What are your thoughts 
on the pressure that 

Becca is experiencing?
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“Guys, can we do something? I don’t feel right. Can we get off of here? 

Can we unplug? Meet somewhere?”

“Like, out?” said Kyle.

“Yes. Out. Everyone. Meet me at the diner in 15 minutes.”

“Is it important?” said Shawna.

Becca didn’t answer. She just hit the power button.

Outside brought some relief, but not much. She stayed off the moving sidewalk 
and kept her augmentation glasses off as she walked, too, entertaining an urge to 
see everything as it was, and not have it simultaneously defined by Google. She saw 
people and robots manicuring lawns, parents playing with their kids, self-driving cars 
bringing people home from work. Were they happy people? Were they doing what 
they wanted to be doing? Did they ever feel like she felt now?

Inside the cafe, she waited for the others to arrive. She saw a young man sitting 
in the corner eating alone, working on his computer. They exchanged an awkward 
glance and Becca smiled at him, but the boy quickly averted his eyes.

Soon Shawna came in. She looked different than her avatar let on earlier: more 
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tired, confused, and she had a bandaid on her forehead. She was followed moments 
later by Kyle, who was more fidgety than usual, and then finally smiling Ziva came in. 
Always smiling, rain or shine Ziva. And before words were even exchanged, in just 
that short span of time that she was able to put eyes on them, she got more intimate 
details from them than during the entire VR meeting.

“Shawna, what happened to your forehead?”

“Oh, didn’t I tell you? I got hit with a ball in gym.”

“Kyle, are you nervous about something?”

“I guess I’ve been feeling generally anxious lately.”

“Ziva! You’re glowing!”

“Yeah, I’m in a good mood today.”

The waitress came by to take orders from the newcomers. “Happy Friday, 
everyone!” she said, grinning ear to ear. “Can I get anyone a Loca-Cola?”

Shawna, Ziva and Kyle all agreed enthusiastically.

“I’ll stick with my iced tea, please,” said Becca.
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“Whatever makes you happy!” the waitress shrugged before skipping off.

Happy.

“So, Becca,” said Ziva. “Why don’t you tell us what we’re all doing here.”

But the waitress’ words echoed in Becca’s mind. Happy. Happy. Happy. It all 
came back to her and started to click into place.

“I had to go the career planning center today,” Becca began. “It was fine. My 
counselor was actually helpful. But anyway, that’s not the point. I was at a desk next 
to this guy who was having a really hard time. And I overheard him talking about 
happiness. He got totally hung up on it. And how he didn’t understand what it was 
supposed to mean, and he was looking for something in life that meant more.”

“More than happiness? Like what?” said Kyle. 

“I don’t know exactly. Yet, I think I understand what he was saying. And it 
feels important to me. It involves you guys. I want to tell you guys that you mean 
something to me. Seeing you guys, talking to you guys, it means something to me. 
And it’s not always happiness. You know? We fight. We get upset at each other. But, 
still, I think what I feel from you guys... this is what that guy meant. Or at least part of 
what he meant. You guys mean more than just happiness. You guys make me feel like 
I belong. Belonging means something. It means I’m heard and seen and respected. 
And that’s meaningful. That makes my days good.”

“Okay, but what are we doing in this cafe?” said Kyle.

Ziva elbowed him in the ribs. “Let her talk, you dope.”

“We’re here because I don’t always get that looking at 
you guys through machines. I actually think that takes meaning 
away. I want to see you in person more. I understand you better 
by seeing you. I connect with you by seeing you. And I feel 
more understood. Anyway, I’m glad you guys came. Thank you 
for that. It’s good of you to give me your time.”

She stopped there. Surveyed their faces. Tried to figure out how she was being 
heard. Nobody said anything. She caught sight of the boy eating alone. He averted 
his eyes again, must have felt embarrassed for having been caught. Becca felt for 
him, wondered if he was there alone by choice or by circumstance.

Then she did something she’d never done before. She stood from the table, 
walked over to the young man and said, “Hey, we don’t know each other, but I just 
wanted to say that if you wanted to come eat with us, you’re welcome.”

The boy stared at her for a moment, a long moment, long enough for Becca 
to begin regretting the decision to reach out. Then the boy closed his computer, 
gathered his things, and bolted from the restaurant. 

What compelled Becca 
to go talk to the boy?
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PART 2: REFLECTION QUESTIONS
Who are your people? The people with whom you share a connection, 
who give you a sense of belonging? Name a few (e.g. a family member, 
a best friend, teams or groups you belong to, etc.). What makes them 
different from other people in your life?
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THE DAWN OF MEANING (PART 3 OF 5)
By the time the door on the cafe slid shut, the driverless Uber was outside and 

waiting for Wesley. He jumped into the front seat, slammed the door and the car 
rolled away.

He didn’t understand people. Not at all. Why the assumption that he wanted 
company? Why the belief that a person can’t be alone by choice, or that being alone 
meant some deficiency? If he’d wanted to be social, he would have been social. He 
was perfectly capable of finding a friend if he wanted one. He assumed. Probably. It 
couldn’t be that hard.

“Happy Friday!” the car said.

“Thanks.”

“How are you doing today?” Its voice was that welcoming female computer 
voice. Research showed it made people happiest.

“I’m okay.”

“What radio station would you like to listen to?”

“No radio right now. I just want it quiet. I need to study.”

“Whatever makes you happy!”

“Thank you,” Wesley said, relieved to know that he was understood, if only by a 
machine. He took out his computer and tried to resume his work.

“What are you studying?”

“Excuse me?”

“What are you studying?”

“Astronomy. Now can you please keep quiet?”

“Yes. I’d be happy to.” Mere seconds passed. Then, “Do you like Astronomy 
class?”

“It’s not for a class. It’s just something I do.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I don’t need you to understand. I need you to stop talking to me.”

Silence. But only a moment later, the radio clicked on … 

Huh, because I’m happy 
Clap along if you feel like a 
room without a roof 
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Because I’m happy 
Clap along if you feel like 
happiness is the truth 
Because I’m happy …

“Can you please turn the radio off! That 
song is like a hundred years old!”

“That song is exactly 22 years and 144 
days old.”

And so went the ride home.

After rating his car a 1 out of 5 stars, 
Wesley rushed through his home, right 
past his family, and went to his bedroom. 
With the door closed, he was finally able to 
find the quiet he was looking for, and just 
in time. His slotted telescope time was about to begin. It was time to focus. At his 
workstation, he slipped on his VR gear and went into space. 

Wesley found a love of astronomy as a child. His dad took him camping when 
he was a boy, out to the ever-shrinking countryside, away from the swelling city. 
There, with miles between him and the urban pollution of light and smog, a world the 
likes of which he’d never seen opened above him. Gazing at the thousands of stars, 
Wesley discovered his purpose, his passion, and he never let go of it. Space was the 
reason he studied at school. It was the reason he read. Really, it was the reason he 
did anything.

Last year, as a birthday gift, his dad purchased for him an hour of telescope time 
each week. For a hefty fee, private citizens could use the viewing power of one of the 
hundreds of telescopic satellites that orbited Earth. Wesley used his time to look for 
planets that were hundreds if not thousands of lightyears away. This was done by 
viewing distant stars and measuring the light that was emitted from them. If there 
was a regular, measureable blip or disturbance in the light, it might indicate a planet 
orbiting in front of it. It was Wesley’s dream to discover a planet and be able to name 
it. He’d already decided on Wes-Endor. Maybe it would even be a planet with which 
people could communicate. And that would be his contribution to humanity. This was 
meaningful work for him, where everything else seemed frivolous.

And again, perhaps even predictably, the work was interrupted.

His bedroom door swung open. “Bro, can you even stop and say ‘hi’ to me?”

He took the gear off of his head, turned and saw his older sister standing in the 
doorway. 

“Sis, can you even respect the closed door? Or better yet, knock? How did you 
even know it was safe to come in?”
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“Like there was any doubt about what you were doing in here.” She walked 
in and sat on the edge of his bed. She was home from college for the weekend, 
which meant she’d be bumming around the house, eating Dad’s food, doing laundry, 
basically being a parasite. “You know,” she said. “It wouldn’t hurt you to come down 
and talk to us. Be social.”

“Yeah? Well it wouldn’t hurt you to get a part-time job, buy your own groceries 
and maybe pick a major.”

“I’m not as lucky as you, Wes. I didn’t figure out what my 
purpose was in high school. It’s taking me more time. And that’s 
okay. I’d rather spend time trying to figure it out than go down a 
path I’m not sure of.”

“You’re going to need to pick a path sooner or later.”

“Did you know that in the 1960’s they did a survey of 
college students, and back then the number one priority of freshmen in college was 
to ‘develop a meaningful life philosophy?’ Did you know that? And that it wasn’t until 
the 21st century that that shifted. Now the top priority is getting a job that pays well. 
‘Being very well off financially.’ That’s the new goal. Money. That’s what’s on people’s 
minds now. That’s why you have kids picking life paths at age 15.”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing is wrong with that. If you know what you want, that’s great. But I’m 
still figuring that out. And that’s okay, too. I’ll get there. Just like someday you’ll find 
your people.”

His people. Wesley thought 
about what that would look like. His 
mind went back to the cafe, those 
people gathered there, friends, talking, 
spending time together. He imagined 
the girl’s face again as she approached 
him, asked him to join them. It was 
a moment he wished he’d had back. 
But he wasn’t going to admit that to 
anyone. “Sometimes,” he said, waving 
his VR gear in the air, “I think my people 
are waiting for me to discover them.”

“I wish you luck finding them. Just 
don’t forget the ones that live in your 
house.” She stood, went to the door and 
closed it behind her.

How is purpose 
different than 

meaning?
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PART 3: REFLECTION QUESTIONS
Wesley knows his purpose. He feels confident in his career path, and 
knows the mark he wants to make on the world. Is that common for 
you and your friends? Do you know anyone with such a clear sense of 
purpose? How do you think people usually discover what it is they’re 
meant to do?
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THE DAWN OF MEANING (PART 4 OF 5)
It was late now, but that’s when Morgan always felt she was at her best. Never 

a morning person. Always a night owl. 

When she was back in town, one of her top priorities was to visit the movie 
theater where she worked when she was in high school. The old multi-plex was 
one-of-a-kind now, with all the other local cinemas having gone under in the last 
few years. Seeing movies just wasn’t enough of an experience for anyone anymore. 
Over the past few years, screens by the dozens came crashing down in piles of 
rubble. Others were turned into churches. Another was turned into a lecture hall for 
an unaccredited college. But this one, the old Westpoint Cinema, was somehow still 
running. They still screened movies the old fashioned way: in two-dimensions (or 
three with those funny old glasses). They showed movies that told important stories, 
life and time defining stories, the kind that helped Morgan figure out who she was 
while she was growing up. The concession stand still served popcorn and Raisinets, 
still sold $17 sodas with free refills. The trailers still asked you to silence your cell 
phones and pagers, and the movies still gave people a sense of understanding, if not 
a sense of meaning.

Morgan pulled the door open. It wasn’t 
even automated yet! Dave, the owner, 
her former boss, was sitting in the box 
office. Alone. The lobby was empty. The 
concession stand unattended. The poppers 
quiet. 

“What’s going on here?” she said, 
looking around, rightly confused.

“Hello to you, too!”

“Sorry, Dave, it’s just… what’s going on 
here?”

“You’re looking at it. Just another 
Friday night in paradise.”

“Is this for real? Nobody is here?”

“Nope.”

“What about for the earlier shows?”

“I had a pretty good morning with the 
senior citizens. I give them bigger discounts 
on Fridays. But they don’t buy any food and 
they’re all home and in bed by 5:00 PM.” 
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Morgan just stared back, mouth agape. Dave chuckled at his own words. It was 
probably supposed to make Morgan laugh, too, but she didn’t find anything funny 
about it. “So, no other staff then?”

“Nope. I had to let everyone go. No point in them sitting here all the time doing 
nothing. Bad for my bottom line. Even at minimum wage.”

Again, Dave giggled, keeping himself amused. And 
again, Morgan was in no mood. 

“How long has it been like this? How long has this been 
going on?”

“Well, obviously we’ve been declining for years, but it’s 
just gotten bad in the past few months.”

“How long CAN this keep going on?”

“Probably not much longer. And that’s okay. I have an exit strategy. And it’s 
about time for me to retire anyway.” Dave pulled his tie loose, slipped it off over his 
head, tossed it on the counter. “Ah, don’t look so sad, kid. What would cheer you up? 
Can I get you a Loca-Cola?”

“I don’t want a Loca-Cola. I just don’t want to see this end.”

“Well, I can’t seem to convince people that this is worthwhile anymore. It used 
to be movies made people happy. A nice exciting thriller. A romance with a happy 
ending. But people aren’t buying it anymore. They’re looking for something else, I 
guess. Everything needs to be VR or four dimensional. Bigger and better all the time. 
Always wanting more. I can’t compete with the in-home systems.”

“Well maybe you shouldn’t be trying to compete. Maybe you need to make 
yourself different.”

“Oh, I’ll be different alright. I’ll be very different when I sell the building and they 
turn it into an Amazon warehouse and shipping center. Ha!”

“You’re going to sell to Amazon? Is that really going to make you happy? Don’t 
you want something more?”

“The money will make me plenty happy.”

“For how long? It’s not going to make you happy forever. When the money’s all 
spent and you look back at this place, is turning it into a warehouse really how you 
want your story to end?” 

“My story? This isn’t a movie. This is life.”

“I know, but in a way, it is. All our lives are stories. Is yours one you’re going to 
feel good about? Wouldn’t you rather have this end in a more meaningful way?”

Is this really funny to 
Dave? Why does he 

keep laughing?
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“Meaningful how? Meaningful to who?”

Morgan knew it was futile. She had no real grounds for her arguments. If the 
business was failing, it was failing. And if Dave’s best option was to sell it off, then he 
needed to sell it off. Who was she to judge him for that. It wasn’t her place to tell him 
what his story was. She was only responsible for her own. 

“I don’t know, Dave. It’s just… it’s hard to put into words what this place has 
meant to my life. My first memory of seeing a movie was in this theater. It was Star 
Wars: The Force Awakens. I don’t know how old I was. Do you know that feeling? 
When you have a memory--images and sounds--but you don’t really have any other 
context for it? That happens to me all the time. I remember seeing it with my Dad. I 
don’t remember much else.”

“That movie came out in 2015. I’d just started managing this place.”

As Dave was speaking, two customers walked in, reached into wallets to buy 
tickets. “What came out in 2015?” they asked.

Morgan answered. “The Force Awakens.” 

They nodded.

Morgan went on, “Okay so if that was the release year I 
must have been four years old. Isn’t that weird to think about, 
too, Dave? That you and I might have interfaced when I was 
four years old. Anyway, I remember the sound was so loud. 
And the battles were so intense. Scary to me at the time. 
Especially the space ships. When one would fly by I would 
jump. Startle. I remember grabbing my dad’s arm. My dad…”

She stopped mid sentence. Dave was listening closely, and those two 
customers, too, and she wondered if she should keep talking, keep telling this story. 
She thought about her dad, her story, and something occurred to her, and all at once 
she knew she had to keep talking. “You know, I’m realizing now that if you’re saying 
the film came out in 2015, that’s the year my mom died, too. She died that summer. 
Right after my little brother was born. My dad must have taken me to see the movie 
just months after. I’d never thought about that until just now, as I was telling the 
story. I latched onto the character of Rey like nothing I’d ever felt before. And that 
makes so much sense to me now. Because she also lost her parents. They left her. 
And she felt alone, just like I did. But she learned to overcome that. She was strong 
and independent. She found a purpose. Her story inspired me and I wanted to be her. 
I guess I still do.”

Everyone looked at Morgan, waiting for more. She’d been holding court but her 
story was over now and she didn’t know what to do with everyone’s attention. “I’m 
sorry,” she said to the customers. “All you guys wanted to do was see a movie and 
I’ve been yapping away.”

Morgan’s feelings 
about the theater 

are really complex. 
What are some of the 

emotions she’s feeling? 
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“I think that was a beautiful story,” the woman said. She was older, too; if she’d 
had kids, they were likely grown by now. “The way you connected all that. I’m so glad 
I heard that. Your story was probably better than the movie we’re seeing. You know, 
I’ve been coming here since I was little, too. I used to ride my bike here. Alone. Such 
freedom in it.”

Dave said, “Do you all want to move into one of the theaters? If we’re going 
to sit around and tell stories we might as well sit in comfortable seats.”And they 
did. Nobody bought any movie tickets that night. The people who showed up to 
the theater just joined the group taking turns telling stories. Not all the stories were 
connected to the theater; some were, but others were about marriages, some about 
illness, some about work or about friends or about pain or about happiness. Some 
were funny and some were sad. But all meant a great deal to those who told them, 
and the experience of telling and hearing meant a great deal to Morgan.

In time, people began to leave, and all stopped on their way out to thank Dave 
for the experience. When they were all gone, when it was only Morgan and Dave 
who were left, she went to him and said, “You know this is the answer, right?”

“The answer to what?”

“This is a storytelling venue. Did you see how important that was for all of those 
people? There used to be groups like that, you know. There were clubs that would 
meet and exchange stories. They’d learn about themselves from their own stories 
and they’d learn from others. Storytelling is important! It’s how people make sense of 
things. That’s why the ancients used to make up stories about gods of sun and gods 
of war and gods of love: to explain how the universe worked. We want to know how 
our lives work. Everyone wants to be heard. I mean, that’s what gave birth to social 
media, right? It gave people a place to share their stories. You could give them that 
place, too. We could give them that gift. This could be their venue. Their platform.”

“Can I sell Loca-Cola for $17?”

Now this, Morgan finally found funny. 
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PART 4: REFLECTION QUESTIONS
Think about the last few stories you told about yourself. Were they 
stories about the past, present, or future? Who did you share your 
stories with? 



The Dawn of Meaning / 25GoZen.com

THE DAWN OF MEANING (PART 5 OF 5)
Tyrus’s alarm went off before he wanted it to. The music kicked in...

If it makes you happy, 
It can’t be that bad, 
If it makes you happy, 
Then why the hell are you so sad?

He slapped at his sleep machine and shut off the noise. Where did that song 
come from? More and more he felt like he was losing his mind. Maybe he was. He 
was out way too late and now up too early. Couldn’t be good for brain function.

It was black outside his window, and the air was cold and his eyes were still 
heavy. Nonetheless, he got out of bed and put on his running shoes. They tightened 
themselves, hissed as they automatically zipped up the laces. If he wanted to make 
varsity track, these are the things he needed to do. This was the type of work he 
needed to put in. He wasn’t about to be lazy about it. Though he badly wanted to be. 
He took a breakfast capsule and out he went.

Outside the birds were just starting to get going for the 
day. How they knew that dawn was near while there was 
still no sign of the sun was a mystery. He figured he could 
just ask his phone and learn, but there was something about 
not knowing that he enjoyed. Sometimes it felt nice to not 
have all the answers.

He was on his usual route through the neighborhood. 
Passing house after house that looked exactly the same. 
Same siding. Same landscaping. Same fences. Some 
architect years ago figured out what design made people the most happy, now that’s 
all that was built. He liked running on the moving sidewalk once in a while. The 
extra burst of speed he got there was kind of a rush. But eventually he tired of it and 
decided to take a new path. On a whim, he made a turn down a wooded trail to head 
toward the lake. 

It was unusual to be off the developed path and away from people and 
technology. Even at this hour, when nobody else was around, it seemed like the 
neighborhood hummed with technology, devices made for making people’s lives 
easier. Happier. But was it working? The silence gave him an eerie vibe.

He sped through the woods, the rhythm of his steps putting him in a type of 
trance. He thought again about his impossibly weird conversation with the career 
counselor yesterday. He replayed it all almost verbatim. How insane that she thought 
he could know everything? How was anyone supposed to know what was going to 
make them happy for the rest of their lives?

He was thinking these things and approaching the lake, running like an animal 

What could possibly 
feel good about not 

knowing something?
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through the woods, proud of his speed and agility. There was a hill in front of him, a 
clearing, and he started to race up it, but stopped in his tracks when he saw someone 
else was on the top of the hill. The person turned around, startled, pulled off her 
hood.

Tyrus knew her immediately. It was the girl from the career center. The girl with 
the shaved head and earrings. 

“Sorry!” he said. “Didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“That’s okay,” she said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

Tyrus put his hands on his knees and worked to catch his breath.

“I’m Becca,” she said. 

“Ty.”

“I don’t feel like I’ve ever seen you before, and now I’m seeing you twice in less 
than 24 hours. That’s a little freaky.”

“It’s something I guess. What are you doing up here? I didn’t think anyone was 
up at this hour.” 

“I’m not sure. I couldn’t sleep. Decided to take a walk. Ended up here.”

“So you don’t usually come up here?”

“Nope. First time.”

“That’s a pretty big coincidence. Almost too big. And I was just thinking about 
that career center, too. That conversation.”

“Yeah, I heard most of it.”

“I’m still not over it. And I’m more confused now than I was before.”

“It’ll come. You’ll find it.”

They looked out over the lake together. The pitch black horizon was starting to 
go gray, the Sun working ever closer to the edge of dawn.

Just then, there was movement at the base of the hill, at the edge of the 
clearing. A young man came out of the woods, paused when he saw them, mumbled 
something to himself, but continued marching up the hill. There was a telescope 
under his arm, and without saying a word, he sat on the hill, set up the tripod and 
pointed it to the east. 

Becca took a few steps toward him and couldn’t believe her eyes. “Wait a 
second,” she said. “Are you… did I see you in the cafe yesterday?”

The boy turned around and looked at Becca. “I guess you did.” 
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“This is getting too strange,” she said to Ty. Then called down to the boy again, 
“What’s your name?”

“Wesley.”

“Wesley, I didn’t mean to bother you yesterday. I’m sorry if I upset you. I just felt 
like talking to people. Thought you might, too.”

“It’s fine,” he said, then went about his business with his telescope.

Ty and Becca looked out at the sky again. Getting brighter now, low lying clouds 
catching fire in the distance, the gray slowly going to pink and baby blue, the birds 
taking to the air now, little black streaks against the sky, finding breakfast, finding 
each other. Another day.

There was a woman’s voice from the base of the hill now. “Wes?!?” 

All three of them looked down and saw yet another figure. But only Wes 
recognized her as his sister. 

“What are you doing here?” he said. 

“I’m just taking a walk. I had an amazing night. I haven’t even slept yet. Wanted 
to think. Clear my mind.”

Then something clicked in Ty’s mind. “Hey, were you at the theater last night?”

“Yeah?” Morgan approached, looked closer. “So were you. I recognize you. You 
told a story about why you like to run.”

“I did.”

All four of them stood and looked at each other, unable to make sense of the 
circumstances that brought them all there to that moment. Even Wes, in order to 
process what had happened, had to stop looking at Saturn, which was in a prime 
viewing location right now before sunrise. This felt bigger than any of them. All four 
smiled. There were really no words.

The sky was brighter now, orange where the sky met the lake, and the lake 
itself became a mirror of the sky’s image, rendering for them a painting of the event, 
a wavy, abstract impression of the truth above. It seemed the sky could not get much 
brighter without the sun showing itself, without that first sliver reaching up and 
clawing at their awe-struck eyes. 

“Sometimes,” Tyrus began, “something happens that makes me feel so small. 
Like I might just melt away and become a part of something bigger.”

“More meaningful,” said Morgan.

“Like my brain is in another state,” said Becca.
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“Transcendent,” said Wesley.

“I can’t even fathom,” Ty went on, “that this right here, what we’re seeing, has 
happened every day since the beginning of time. For billions of years the sun has 
risen. And for billions of years the sun has set. And it’s just going to keep happening. 
Long after we’re gone even, it’s just going to keep happening.”

“And yet,” said Becca, “this one right here might be the most beautiful I’ve ever 
seen. The most beautiful that anyone has ever seen.”

 “I think you’re right,” said Morgan. “This one means something.”

 Wesley stood now, coming up from his knees. When he stood he knocked 
over his telescope. And he didn’t bother to pick it up.

 “I feel really happy right now,” he said.

 Then time stood still, the sun broke the horizon, and it all began again.
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PART 5: REFLECTION QUESTIONS
Wesley describes that moment of the sunrise as “transcendent.” Can 
you think of a moment in your life when you felt that way... a part of 
something much larger than yourself? What made you feel that way? 
Something you witnessed? A series of coincidences that felt like fate? 
Describe and explain.



The Dawn of Meaning / 30GoZen.com

GROUP DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1. Younger people are often asked “what do you want to be when you grow up,” 

and older people are often asked “what do you do for a living?” The suggestion is 
that our jobs somehow define who we are. Do you think this is fair? Why or why 
not?

2. Of the four main characters in “The Dawn of Meaning” with whom do you most 
identify? With whom do you least identify? Why?

3. How often do you interact with your friends in person versus through 
technology? Do you ever wish it was different? How often do you need to spend 
time with your people to maintain a sense of belonging? 

4. When you spend time alone, is it by choice, or because of circumstances? Do 
you think everyone needs company? Is that the same as needing relationships or 
belonging?

5. How do you see yourself — as someone who likes to work behind the scenes, 
quietly contributing important ideas/skills, or someone in the spotlight, acting as 
a visible leader in the domain of your work? Perhaps some combination of both, 
or neither? Explain how you see yourself, and if you don’t yet have an idea, use 
this time to explore, asking yourself the question: how might I want to contribute 
my unique gifts to the larger community?

6. Think of a job that some people might find mundane. Call it out. Now work as a 
group to find the purpose in it. 

7. Take a moment to think about the communities to which you belong (e.g. your 
family, your school, your town, extracurricular sports or clubs, your country, etc.). 
What values do you see these communities prioritizing? What are important 
behaviors or beliefs these groups espouse? Make a list. Choose one or two and 
explain whether you agree or disagree with the importance placed upon them, 
and why. What is your role in those communities?

8. What stories (movies, books, television shows) have had the most impact on 
you? Did they teach you anything about yourself? About others? Did the story 
help you make any connections?

9. This story ends with all the characters sharing a transcendent experience. When 
the sunrise is over, they’ll all move on with their days, their unique lives. Choose a 
character and describe what happens to them next.

10. What are some ways people seek out transcendent experiences? Think of both 
healthy and unhealthy ways.
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INTERACTIVE 
JOURNAL
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INTERACTIVE JOURNAL (PART 1 OF 5)
WHAT’S SO WRONG WITH HAPPINESS, ANYWAY?

In the story you just read, characters navigate a future in which happiness is 
supposed to be had by all. Start a career that makes you happy. Have friends that 
make you happy. Buy a home that makes you happy. Can’t afford a home? Just buy a 
cola. 

Really, the world of Tyrus, Becca, Wesley and Morgan isn’t so different from 
our own. Our greetings and wishes for others, especially around special occasions, 
frequently include the word “happy.” Among the founding principles of our country is 
the right of all people to their life and liberty, and also the pursuit of their happiness. 
Parents want their kids to grow up happy and I’m sure that doesn’t sound like a 
terrible plan to the kids, either.

Maybe you’re thinking, “So what? What’s wrong with being happy?”

Absolutely nothing… assuming you have a healthy perspective on what 
happiness is and what role it plays in our lives. Is happiness a new phone? Is 
happiness a retweet or getting to 1,000 followers? Is it a high-paying job? A beach 
vacation? Or is it something else?

Research shows that lives spent in constant pursuit of tokens of happiness often 
result in the opposite: sadness, emptiness, and depression. However, lives spent in 
pursuit of meaning are shown to be more satisfying, and ultimately result in higher 
levels of well-being. 

According to Emily Esfahani Smith, author of the book, The Power of Meaning, 
“We weren’t put on this earth to feel happy all the time. We were put on this earth 
to find meaning and to live meaningful lives and to know that our lives matter. 
When we feel like we don’t have meaning or our lives don’t matter, then we become 
vulnerable to depression, suicide, despair.” (“Why Finding Meaning,” 2017).

Doesn’t that make the next question obvious: what is a meaningful life?

Meaning is a personal assessment of the value of something. While other 
people will play a role in your assessment, nobody else can tell you your life does or 
does not have meaning. You need to feel it for yourself. You need to cultivate it for 
yourself. If we understand that, it should be clear that what constitutes a meaningful 
life is going to be different for everyone. But that doesn’t mean we can’t try to find 
commonalities. That’s just what Smith did.  Pouring through research, reports, and 
interviews, she came to identify what she calls four pillars of meaning; belonging; 
purpose; storytelling; transcendence. These are the pieces that have proven most 
essential to a meaningful life. We hope you were able to identify the ways that those 
four pillars played a role in the story. 
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Have you ever been in a situation similar to Tyrus, feeling frustrated 
with what is being asked of you due to not knowing what you think/
how you feel? Or perhaps because you feel like there isn’t a simple, 
direct answer? Fill in the speech bubbles with some of the frustrating 
things people say to you or ask of you that make you think they don’t 
understand you.

ACTIVITY ONE
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Tyrus asked the counselor for different forms. 
“Something with more meaning.” He didn’t think what was being asked 
of him was helpful for choosing a career. Help him out by writing a new 

form with more helpful questions. Make a form with meaning.

ACTIVITY TWO
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 Get creative! It’s the future! Draw and describe a new invention that 
might exist when this story takes place.

ACTIVITY THREE
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INTERACTIVE JOURNAL (PART 2 OF 5)
BELONGING

Everyone needs to feel valued and respected by those around them. Whether it 
be their families, or by their immediate friends, their co-workers, or by the community 
at large, it’s important to know that you’re making genuine contributions to a 
relationship, and that others recognize the importance of your contributions. These 
bonds are critical to our sense of meaning in our lives.

Conversely, loneliness can be a major source of unhappiness. At a time when 
we’re more connected digitally than ever before, we’re also increasingly disconnected 
from each other. A recent study of wellness among high school and college students 
demonstrated a relationship between decreasing rates of mental health and an 
increase in social detachment. As we learn to interact with one another in different, 
less personal ways, and as the meaning of the word “friend” continues to degrade, 
we’re also feeling more isolated and less connected. You might have 500 friends and 
followers, but with how many of them do you discuss anything important?

Though it may not seem like it, belonging is often a choice. We can choose who 
we interact with, and how we interact with them. We have the power to reach out 
personally and build our relationships, face to face, with love and compassion, or we 
can choose to reject people and remove ourselves from company. We can choose to 
be giving and generous with ourselves and our time, or we can take from people and 
focus on what we can personally get out of the relationships. We can’t expect to find 
much in any relationship if we don’t work and contribute to it ourselves. With effort 
and generosity, we can find meaning. 
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A teen once said, “If I get to be me, I belong. If I have to be like you, I fit 
in.” What do you think of this? For you, is there a difference between 
belonging and fitting in? Where do you feel like you belong? Where do you 
feel like you fit in? Where do you feel both? Write or draw in the spaces 
below: 

ACTIVITY ONE

I feel like I belong...
I feel like I fit in...

I feel like I fit 
in and  belong...
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Everyone has parts of their personality that show up in different ways 
depending on the situation. Check out this example below:

ACTIVITY TWO

This is how I 
am at school:

This is how I 
am at home:

This is how I am when 
no one is looking:

This is how I am no 
matter where I am or 

who I’m with:

participating

being an 
athlete

following 
rules

focused

thinking 
about what 
everyone’s 

thinking

laughing
pretty loud

daring

singing 
a lot

breaking 
some rules

myself

quiet

super 
cool

painting
thinking

learning

dreaming

curious

a little worried

awesome!
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Fill in the way you show up in different situations. Are there traits, 
strengths, and other parts of your personality that show up the same 
no matter what? Where do you feel most like yourself?  

ACTIVITY TWO

This is how I 
am at school:

This is how I 
am at home:

This is how I am when 
no one is looking:

This is how I am no 
matter where I am or 

who I’m with:
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Becca’s friends are very important to her. So important that she felt 
compelled to tell them. Who are the most important people in your life? 
Do they know? Draw a picture of you with the people who give you the 
greatest sense of belonging. You might even choose to write one of 
them a short letter to tell them why.

ACTIVITY THREE
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There are ways that social media keeps us more connected to 
our friends and family. There are also ways that it keeps us more 
disconnected. Look through your own phones or social media accounts. 
Find a few of your more lengthy exchanges or posts. Use what you see 
to fill in the phones below.

“This long string of
 texts was about...”

If face to face, the 
conversation would have been 

different because...  

ACTIVITY FOUR
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Researcher Brene Brown said, “Belonging is the innate human desire to 
be part of something larger than us. Because this yearning is so primal, 
we often try to acquire it by fitting in and by seeking approval, which 
are not only hollow substitutes for belonging, but often barriers to it. 
Because true belonging only happens when we present our authentic, 
imperfect selves to the world, our sense of belonging can never be 
greater than our level of self-acceptance.” If this is true, the most 
important person with whom you can share a sense of belonging is 
yourself. The rest will fall into place.

Do you agree with Brene Brown? Why or why not?

ACTIVITY FIVE
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Read the statements below. Thinking about Brene Brown’s words, rank 
the following statements from 1 to 8 based on how true they are for 
you, with 1 being the most true, and 8 being the least true.

_____ I have people in my life to whom I can comfortably show my flaws 
and imperfections.

_____ I accept myself and believe that I am worthwhile just because I’m 
a person.

_____ Sometimes I wonder if I ’m a good person or a bad person.

_____ I compare myself to other people to help me decide how good I am 
at things.

_____ To feel good about myself, I need to be loved by those who are 
important to me.

_____ When I get negative feedback, I see it as an opportunity to 
improve my performance.

_____ Getting praise makes me feel like a more valuable, important 
person.

_____ I’m very accepting of other people’s mistakes.

ACTIVITY FIVE
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What did you learn about yourself by ranking the statements? Were 
there any surprises? Is there anything about how you view yourself that 
you feel you can work on improving?

ACTIVITY FIVE
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INTERACTIVE JOURNAL (PART 3 OF 5)
PURPOSE

What is your purpose? How do you want to contribute to the world?

Big question, right? Maybe too big. Impossibly big. And some of you are 
probably wondering about the difference between purpose and meaning. Aren’t they 
the same thing?

Not exactly. Meaning, as we said, is a personal assessment. Purpose, however, 
is a far reaching goal. Purpose is about the mark you’d like to make on world. Purpose 
is what you choose to do with your time. Your work. Your hobbies. Your passions. 
Your general influence on others. Maybe it’s a passion or a career path like it was for 
Wesley. For him, purpose was obvious. For others, it can be more of a challenge. Like 
we said, it’s a big question.

But it doesn’t have to be. 

Much in the same way Smith suggests our sense of belonging is what we make 
of it, the same is true of our purpose. We don’t need to influence the lives of millions 
in order to have a meaningful purpose. We don’t need to cure disease, or end hunger, 
or be recognizable internationally. We can find worth and purpose no matter what 
our circumstances. Maybe, like Morgan, you have a love of film, and you find purpose 
by running projectors at the theater, helping to share that experience with others.  
Maybe there is no career in what you love most, but you find satisfaction and purpose 
by volunteering at a local shelter, or by donating blood.

Regardless of the scale of your contribution, your purpose is defined by what 
you can share with those around you. Nobody else has lived your life, had your 
experiences, or learned your lessons. How you choose to use the gifts of your 
individuality and make a difference is up to you.
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There is a word in Japanese known as “Ikigai” which roughly translates to 
“reason for being”. In other words, Ikigai is your reason for getting up 
in the morning--your purpose. Ikigai is found at the intersection of that 
which you love, that which the world needs, that which you are good at, 
and that which you can be paid to do. Write a little bit about each of 
these four things inside and around the leaves provided below. 

ACTIVITY ONE
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Need help filling out your Ikigai chart? Fill in this page and then try again. 
Remember, it’s okay to not know the answers to some of these things... 
we are all a work in progress.

1. I love these things:

 a. I ’m passionate about...

 

 b. In my free time I...

 c. Time flies by when I... 
      

2. The world needs these things:

 a. The world would be better off if... 

 b. If I could change one thing in the world, I ’d...

3. I could be paid for:

 a. I have these particular strengths...

 

 b. My strengths could apply to a real world job like...

4. I ’m good at:

 a. I have some special skills including...

 b. If I could be recognized for anything, it would be...

ACTIVITY ONE
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Create your own planet! Name it. Consider assigning 
important functions or roles your planet owns 
within the larger cosmic community. What are its 
contributions to the galaxy? What is its purpose?

ACTIVITY TWO
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Dreams can change. When you were five, what did you want to be when 
you grew up? Did that change when you were ten? Is it different now? 
Draw a picture of what you wanted to be at each age, or just write it 
out if you prefer. How has your image of what you’d become changed? 
How do you think it will be different in 5 more years?

ACTIVITY THREE

Age 5

Now  5 years from now

Age 10
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You’ve stepped into a time machine and have traveled 50 years into the 
future. You step out to see the future you. The future you wants to 
tell you how you’ve been living this incredibly purposeful life so far. What 
does future you say?

ACTIVITY FOUR

Dear me,
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INTERACTIVE JOURNAL (PART 4 OF 5)
STORYTELLING

People don’t deal well with disorder and chaos. We typically prefer structures, 
patterns, logic, and clear cause and effect scenarios. When disaster strikes, we want 
to know why. When objects are random, our instinct is to order them. If there’s a 
problem in front of us, we’re uncomfortable until it’s solved.

A story is structure. A narrative is an order of events, often told in three 
measurable acts. We consume stories by reading books and watching movies and 
listening to music and consuming social media. We compare other people’s stories to 
our own, making personal connections to characters that aren’t real and people we’ve 
never met. 

One of the best ways for people to find patterns in their otherwise disorderly 
lives is to tell stories about them. When you want somebody to know who you are as 
a person, you tell stories about yourself. When you want to know something about 
somebody else, you ask them to tell you stories about their experiences. The ways in 
which we begin our stories, the struggles we choose to share, and the outcomes we 
perceive at the end, give us, and those around us, a greater sense of meaning. We 
learn lessons. We see all the different ways we’ve overcome adversity and how our 
struggles made us stronger in the long run. 

Let’s push this a step further. Studies demonstrate a link between poor mental 
health and an inability to tell a coherent, structured story about one’s life. There is an 
entire field called narrative psychology that helps people create narratives around 
their experiences so that they can better understand them, and also helps people 
change the details of their narratives’ focus in order to improve their general outlook.

Storytelling gives the events of our lives meaning, and the way that we choose 
to tell those stories can greatly affect our wellbeing. What story will you turn into 
your pillar?
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What’s the story of your life...  in 6 words? Your challenge is to give 
someone the clearest possible picture of who you are as a person using 
only 6 words. To make it easier, let’s start big, discover what’s important, 
and then shrink it down. What words will you choose? What’s most 
important to communicate?

ACTIVITY ONE

“Free cheese only comes in traps.”
-Ed Boland

“He leapt, she fell, they knew.”
-Leo Christopher“I dance daily, watched or not.”

-Olivia Whitman

“Fear of being seen, or unseen.”
-Lee L. Krecklow

Your life story in 50 words:

Your life story in 20 words:

Your life story in 6 words:
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We use stories to shape information. We tell ourselves stories to put 
order to our lives and its events. We tell others stories to give them a 
sense of who we are. And sometimes, for better or worse, our stories 
change depending on who is listening.

Think about the last time you faced a 
challenge with a friend. In your mind,
 tell yourself the story of that event.

Now, think about how you’d 
tell your parents or guardians 
the story of that event.

Now, think about how you’d tell 
your friends who weren’t there 
the story of that event.

ACTIVITY TWO
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What were the differences in the stories?

Why do you think it changed?

Are you comfortable with the changes?

ACTIVITY TWO
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INTERACTIVE JOURNAL (PART 5 OF 5)
TRANSCENDENCE

By now, maybe you’ve discovered a theme running through these pillars of 
meaning. Part of belonging involves focusing on others instead of yourself. Part 
of purpose involves discovering what you can offer the world. Part of storytelling 
involves finding a larger context for the events in your life and in the lives of others. 
In each of these cases, you’re asked to focus outside of yourself or outside of a single 
moment. Transcendence takes that process to another level.

Researchers define transcendence as a state where you feel lifted out of your 
normal everyday experience, where your sense of self fades away, and where 
you feel connected to something bigger. In other words, you may feel completely 
integrated with something larger and more meaningful than yourself.

People achieve states of transcendence in all kinds of ways: nature,  athletics, 
art, academics. Tyrus, Becca, Wesley and Morgan find a moment like this by chance, 
when they’re brought together by a series of coincidences that culminate in a shared 
sunrise. What should be noted is that they chose to spend time in that moment. They 
chose to acknowledge it and allow themselves that transcendent experience rather 
than walking away from it, shutting it out. Once again, it seems we have a choice in 
how we construct these pillars of meaning in our lives.
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It’s difficult to manufacture a transcendent experience, but we can 
reflect on experiences that gave us a feeling of transcendence. In a 
recent study, students looked up at 200-foot tall eucalyptus trees 
for a minute. Afterwards, they felt less self-centered and behaved 
more generously toward others. Can you remember an encounter with 
nature that made you feel a sense of awe or a feeling of being part 
of something bigger than yourself? Draw your experience below. Then 
write about it.

ACTIVITY ONE
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Close your eyes and bring yourself back to the experience you just drew. 
Describe your sensory experience below next to the different senses:

ACTIVITY TWO
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Read some of the fun facts below then answer the questions that follow.

* The  Grand  Canyon  is  so  big  that  if  everyone  on  Earth  piled  
in  at  once,  they  would  barely  fill  it.

* About  71%  of  the  Earth’s  surface  is  made  up  of  water.  
Researchers  have  estimated  that  only  5%  of  that  has  been  
explored  by  humans.  The  rest  of  it  has  never  been  seen.

* People  today  take  more  photos  every  two  minutes  than  all  
of  humanity  took  in  the  19th  century.

* Giraffe  hearts  are  really  big--so  big,  you  could  fit  36  human  
hearts  in  the  space  one  giraffe  heart  takes  up!

* The  amount  of  water  on  Earth  has  always  been  constant. 
That  means  that  the  water  you  drink  once  passed  through  
a  dinosaur!

How do you feel after reading those fun facts? 

ACTIVITY THREE
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Read through the following list of activities and choose one to complete 
over the course of the next week. Immediately after you choose, take 
a few notes about how you think the activity will make you feel. Check 
back after your first experience and share a few thoughts. Then try 
it again. Did your experience live up to your expectations? Do you feel 
inspired to try a different activity?

1. Choose to take a walk each day this week. Maybe you walk somewhere 
instead of getting your usual ride. Or maybe you wake 20 minutes 
early so you can wander outside. No headphones! Just look and listen.

2. Find gratitude each day. Before bed, think of three things that 
happened to you that day that you’re grateful for. A compliment you 
received? The weather? Did someone make you a meal? Your health 
and wellness?

3. Be one with nature. As often as you are able, go to a local park. Or 
to a lake or river. Or even a grassy place in your backyard. Sit with 
your legs crossed and your eyes closed. Listen to the sounds. Be aware 
of your breaths. Fall into sync with your surroundings.

ACTIVITY FOUR
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4. Find the highest point in your community that you can safely reach. 
Is there a local hilltop? An observation tower at a park? An office 
building you’re permitted to enter? Go there and look out at the 
world around you. How far can you see? How much activity happens 
every day that you’re not aware of.  
BONUS: Stay and watch a sunset.

5. Care for something fragile. Play with something innocent. Do you have 
a younger sibling or a neighbor with whom you can spend time? Maybe 
even a pet. Blow bubbles with them. Make silly faces. Watch how they 
explore. See the world through their eyes. What can you learn from 
them?

6. Search the web for “Visionary Art.” Spend time with a different 
piece of art each day for a week. What do you see? What resonates? 
Can you identify any thoughts or feelings the work provokes?

Expectations:

ACTIVITY FOUR
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Experience 1:

Experience 2:

ACTIVITY FOUR
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FOR TEACHERS
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TEACHING WITH “THE DAWN OF MEANING”
This fictional text, accompanying questions and activities are designed to be 

used creatively with middle and high school aged students. The focus of this content 
is on social and emotional learning, specifically on the topic of meaning. It has been 
inspired by the research of Emily Esfahani Smith and her recent publication The 
Power of Meaning. The essential question of this GoZen! material asks, what is a 
meaningful life? For more insight on this, and in preparation to teach “The Dawn 
of Meaning”, we encourage you to read the analysis on page one of the Interactive 
Journal, as well as the individual paragraphs interspersed throughout the journal that 
provide analysis on each pillar of meaning. 

The text is broken up into five parts. Within each part are questions provided 
in-line with the text designed to encourage the use of effective reading strategies 
such as inferencing, clarifying, monitoring and summarizing. One question is provided 
at the end of each part that is more reflective in nature, creating an opportunity for 
students to make connections between themes of the story and their own lives. 
Lastly, a set of group discussion questions are included at the end of part five. These 
can be discussed in small group or whole group settings, and even contemplated 
individually. Responses could be written, verbal, or perhaps drawn! 

 You may find that “The Dawn of Meaning” material works well within a short 
story unit, perhaps as a stand alone unit, or as supplementary reading to a major text 
of study. It could be used in the English classroom, or within Health, Social Studies, 
Psychology, Philosophy, or any Social/Emotional curriculum - really, wherever you see 
fit!  While we encourage you to use the “The Dawn of Meaning” material in a way 
that best meets the needs of your students, we suggest spreading out the lesson 
over at least two class periods. This will allow students sufficient time to digest, 
reflect, and respond to the idea of meaning. Additionally, you may also choose to 
spread this learning out over a longer period of time, using the discussion questions 
and activities included in the Interactive Journal as homework assignments, projects, 
or as a jumping off point for further reading, researching, and writing. Please take a 
look at the lesson plan included below for one example of how to use our material in 
your classroom.

In summary, we intend for this content to promote the practices of effective 
reading and writing strategies, positive peer interaction, and thoughtful classroom 
discussions. Further, we hope that it will provoke reflective thought and action 
toward what each student deems personally meaningful.
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“THE DAWN OF MEANING” LESSON PLAN
Age	Group: Middle and High School students

Materials/Resources:

• Copies of “The Dawn of Meaning” package for each student or computer 
access for students

• Art utensils (i.e. markers, crayons, colored pencils, etc.)
• Optional: a music player 

Student	Learning	Objective(s):		

• Define happiness
• Identify the four pillars of meaning
• Create a piece of art or participate in an activity for the purpose of expressing 

and/or experiencing one of the four pillars of meaning 
• Engage in metacognitive thinking about what makes life personally meaningful
• Practice active reading strategies of questioning, inferencing, making 

connections, and summarizing
• Students will have an understanding of the types of questions they should ask 

themselves while planning for their futures
• Students will understand what research suggests about leading satisfying 

lives.
Assessment:	

• Written responses to text, reflection, and group discussion questions
• Creative responses to Interactive Journal activities
• Teacher observation of student discussions

LESSON PLAN
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Day	One (42 to 50 min.)

Play Pharrell Williams’s song, “Happy,” in the background while students enter 
the room.

Objectives:	

• Define happiness
• Practice active reading strategies of questioning, inferencing, making 

connections, and summarizing
• Engage in metacognitive thinking about what makes life personally meaningful
1. Introduction/Initiation (10 min.)

a. Take a quote of your liking from the first page and write it on the board
b. Students complete a Timed Write response  or a Think-Pair-Share 

(students pair up and discuss their interpretations of the quote)
  OR

c. Word Association: Choose one of the following words (or come up with 
your own story-related word) and write it down on the board: happiness, 
belonging, purpose, friendship, career, inclusion, connection, technology

d. Students will complete a Timed Write word association. Set a timer 
for anywhere from 3 to 5 minutes and ask students to write down any 
words, phrases, or ideas that come to mind in relation to the one word 
written on the board. There is no right or wrong response. Students are 
to continue writing for the full length of time without stopping. 

e. Optional: Brief sharing of responses (Whole-class or Think-Pair-Share)
2. Read short story:  (15 to 20 min.)

a. Grouping: whole class, small groups, or individually
b. Read all of Part One and Two
c. Option: Use questions placed within the text as stopping points to model 

and encourage effective reading strategies
3. Individual Response (7 -10 min.)

a. Students respond in writing to the Part One reflection question.
4. Discussion: (10 min.)

a. Think-Pair-Share responses to Part One reflection question (5 min.)
b. Whole class discussion (5 min.)

Homework:

• Respond to Part Two reflection question. Read Part Three and respond to the 
accompanying question.

LESSON PLAN



The Dawn of Meaning / 66GoZen.com

Day	Two (42 to 50 min.)

Post a picture from The Force Awakens on the board, or have Sheryl Crow’s “If It 
Makes you Happy” playing in the background.

Objectives:

• Identify the four pillars of meaning
• Engage in metacognitive thinking about what makes life personally meaningful
• Practice active reading strategies of questioning, inferencing, making 

connections, and summarizing
• Students will have an understanding of the types of questions they should ask 

themselves while planning for their futures
• Students will understand what research suggests about leading satisfying 

lives.
• Create a piece of art or participate in an activity for the purpose of expressing 

and/or experiencing one of the four pillars of meaning 
1. Introduction/Initiation: (5 - 10 min.)

a. Begin class by giving students time to complete one of the first three 
activities in the Interactive Journal, or “Activity 1 or 2” under the 
“Belonging” section of the journal

  OR

b. Timed Write: Get creative! Rename Parts Two and Three with titles that 
speak to the main ideas or themes within those sections.

c. Whole Class Discussion: Allow students to share responses; guide 
students toward identifying the first two pillars of meaning introduced 
within Parts 1 through 3 of the story: (Belonging and Purpose)

2. Finish reading short story:  (20 min.)
a. Grouping: whole class, small groups, or individually
b. Read all of Parts Four and Five
c. Optional: Use questions placed within the text as stopping points to 

model and encourage effective reading strategies
3. Individual Response  (7 - 10 min.)

a. Students respond in writing to the Section Four question
4. Whole Class Discussion: (10 min.)

a. Thoughts? Feelings? Reactions? 
b. Guide students toward identifying the last two pillars of meaning: 

What was meaningful about the story-telling experience Morgan had 
at the movie theater? What about at the end of the story? What was 
meaningful about the experience they all shared together? 

LESSON PLAN



The Dawn of Meaning / 67GoZen.com

Homework	Options:

• Interactive Journal: Choose any two activities from the Interactive Journal to 
complete on your own

• Discussion: Ask students to prepare for a Socratic Seminar or Fishbowl 
Discussion by responding to a selection of the Group Discussion questions 
provided, or to questions that you develop on your own. 

• Project/On-Going Reflection: Have students select one of the six activities 
listed under “Transcendence” in the Interactive Journal. Have them complete 
their chosen activity over the course of a week. Report back as a class, or have 
students create a final project demonstrating what they learned.
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Terms of Sharing the ♥
1. Please do share these resources with friends 

and family by sharing this page: https://gozen.
com/printables/

2. Please don’t post these resources directly to 
your own website or on your own portal. Share 
our printables page instead (see #1). Thank 
you!

3. Please do join us on our FREE Facebook group 
where we are sharing positive interventions, 
printables, and resilience techniques every 
day! Go here: https://facebook.com/groups/
scienceofhappinessforkids/
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GoZen! Programs help kids Manage Stress and Build Resilience
All of our animated programs are research-based and rooted in science, and each 

program focuses on a different set of life skills to help kids thrive.

GoZen! Anxiety/Stress Relief Program
6 Modules / 36 Animations / 75+ Minutes of video
Does your child struggle with chronic worry or anxiety? The GoZen! anxiety relief program 
teaches your child how to understand and control their worry. And because stress, pressure 
and challenges are part of everyday life, these are skills your child will use forever.

GoStrengths! Well-being + Resilience Program
10 Modules / 115 Animations / 125+ Minutes of video
Arm your kids with well-being! GoStrengths! is a comprehensive social and emotional 
learning program focusing on 8 vital skills including goal-setting, optimistic thinking, 
problem-solving, resilience, character strengths, emotional regulation, social skills, and self-
confidence.

GoHackify! OCD Relief Program
5 Modules / 30 Animations / 110+ Minutes of video
Is your child engaging in ritual behavior or plagued with repetitive, negative thoughts that 
won’t stop coming back? This program follows Kai and Sage; two kids whose intrusive 
thoughts are affecting their everyday life. The Dynamos step in to teach them how to 
combat their “Brain Spam” and take back control!

GoAction! Procrastination Relief Program
1 Module / 6 Animations / 24+ Minutes of video
Taylor is totally awesome, but he’s also totally disorganized, always late for class, and days 
behind on his homework. He’s a chronic procrastinator! Luckily, he gets research-based 
tools to curb his procrastination from... his future self!

GoWave! Panic Attack Mini Program
1 Module / 12 Animations / 55+ Minutes of video
Neutrino and a brand new team are on an action-packed mission to Earth to uncover the 
truth behind panic attacks. Teens & tweens learn about their innate superpowers; the fight, 
flight, or freeze response; and how to understand and overcome the overwhelming feelings 
panic attacks cause.

GoPositive!  Negative Thoughts Mini Program
1 Module / 7 Animations / 30 Minutes of video
This succinct 7-animation mini-program walks teens and tweens through how to recognize 
when negative thoughts are taking over, and introduces 5 different tools they can use to 
break out of a negative thought cycle.

GoToTheNow! Mindfulness Program
1 Module / 12 Animations / 40 Minutes of Video
Do you want to bring the art and science of mindfulness into your kids’ lives? Join Neutrino’s 
student, Tau, on this concise program that walks the kids (and adults!) of Fliderdale through 
some tried-and-true mindfulness exercises... with a GoZen! twist.

Get Free Printables Every Week at GoZen.com/printables/
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