
105

Chapter  11

What Is Your Original Promise?

“Remember that you are unique. If that has not been fulfilled then 
something wonderful has been lost.” Martha Graham

In 1979 I went to a retreat with three friends and for several 
days we focused on one inquiry. The purpose of the inquiry 

was to discover who you are. I sat among a group of about thirty 
people. One person at a time, we made a simple request of each 
other: “Tell me who you are.” Then we listened to each other’s 
answers. At the end of each session we thanked our partner 
and then rotated to another person. In between sessions, we 
had simple meals and did solitary walks, making the request 
internally with no judgment or blocking of any responses. We 
were instructed just to note the response, say a silent thank you, 
and continue the inquiry.

The responses were varied. Some people were firmly 
rooted in the physical and were uncomfortable with sitting or 
with silence for the length of time required. Some scorned the 
process as boring or a waste of time. Some moved into a point 
of detached amusement. Some continued to look a little deeper 
in each round of questions. I found answering the question from 
a place of true inquiry included frustration, delight, judgment, 
laughter, and irritation; and the experience transported me to a 
point where I was everything and nothing. It was a meditation 
that brought clarity, and in a way that’s hard to explain, it also 
brought joy and peace of mind.
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After what seemed like the sessions could go on 
forever, I realized there was no definitive answer just an 
endless opportunity to know myself and others. I also had a 
deepening awareness that I could create my life and experience 
unconditionally.

A thought that had nagged at me my whole life had 
settled in with a new sense of purpose. What I was called to do, 
what ignited my passion, now seemed both familiar and new. 
When I was quite young, I had an abrupt awakening. I grew 
up in a beautiful neighborhood and went to school with friends 
who had different religious backgrounds. On one occasion, I 
was walking home from grammar school with my friend and we 
were talking about graduating into 7th grade the following year. 
My friend was going to attend a private school and very matter of 
factly told me that people of my religion couldn’t attend. When 
I asked her why she said she didn’t know. So we promptly made 
a path to her house to ask her mom. I’ll never forget her mom’s 
response to our eager questions of why I couldn’t attend. She 
said, “Let’s go have ice cream!” never answering the question. 
The look on her face, however, spoke volumes. My parents 
confirmed that I couldn’t attend and began a conversation about 
intolerance and prejudice. 

My parents had different religious backgrounds. My 
mom was the “right” religion for the school but my father’s 
religion was excluded. I loved my mom and my dad so it wouldn’t 
work for me to make a religion wrong for the acts of some of its 
people.

I started to think about how to speak and listen to 
each other so we could reach past prejudices and exist with 
compassion for differences. We could replace judgment with 
curiosity. We could even move past tolerating each other and 
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expand into appreciating each other. 

I began to wonder whether we could look into our own 
pre-conceived notions of who we are and determine where 
they originated. Could we recognize the possibility that our 
pre-conceived notions may be interpretations based on where 
we were born and the culture we were born into? Could we 
notice when these notions became behavioral imperatives for 
separation and an integral part of who we are before we were 
even aware of them? 

Is it possible to explore something truly original that 
hasn’t been passed on to you as a way to be? First you’d have to 
reflect on who you have been up until now and think about how 
you currently define yourself. Most often you don’t question who 
you are until you notice that something is missing in your life.

The inquiry “tell me who you are” is powerful. It unfolds 
layers and layers of what you think you are. As you expose those 
layers and continue to inquire, something is revealed that may 
be yet unformed. You may be left with the idea that who you are 
in the world is somehow fundamentally different from how you 
see yourself living your life as a fulfilled human being. Major life 
events, a nagging dissatisfaction or disappointment can fuel the 
question, “What am I doing with my life?” You don’t have to 
wait for something to happen to fuel this kind of inquiry. 

As I continued to explore I became aware of a new 
question … a question that brought me full circle, back to 
my early awakening. “What is your original promise?” As I 
contemplated this new question, I felt the pulse of the inquiry … 
a pull to respond to a call and to start now.

Your original promise is not what you do when you’re 
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not working or when you have time. 

Your original promise is fundamentally the reconciliation 
of who you are and what you do. 

You can use the question about your original promise 
to access what often lays hidden away for some future time 
when financial goals or obligations are complete. What was 
your intention earlier in life? What was it that you wanted to 
accomplish? What were you passionate about?

I was speaking at a conference where we had a lively 
discussion about the idea of having an original promise. One of 
the participants asked me to define “original promise.” I found 
myself talking around it and not wanting to define it. Original 
means created directly and personally, not an imitation. Promise 
means a vow, a calling. Revealing your original promise is a 
quest not an answer. What I’ve found so far is that your original 
promise is an inner calling that guides you and lets you know 
when you’re on course and when you’re off course. 

“I think most of us are looking for a calling not a job. 
Most of us have jobs that are too small for our spirit. Jobs are not 
big enough for people.” This was said by Nora Watson in Studs 
Terkel’s Working published in 1974. This is as true today as it was 
then. We have become more productive with technology and 
innovation but still fulfillment and meaning are elusive if the 
promise of who we are is unrealized. 

Your original promise is calling you. It’s the voice you 
can’t ignore. It’s your inner guidance. It’s your higher self. It may 
be accessed through mindfulness, inquiry, and intuition. I call it 
your original promise because it will keep nudging you. It’s like 
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trying to solve the mystery of who you are: you sit, open up, let 
go of conditioned thinking, and allow understanding to emerge. 

You may have to unlearn some routines, behaviors, and 
ways of being that no longer serve you. The core of fulfillment 
is not ego, fantasy, or image-driven. The core of fulfillment is to 
be present and connect with what’s possible now.

You may notice that on the job or on the world stage we 
continue to talk about thinking outside the box, but in actuality, 
we rarely stray from our historical ways of dealing with life and 
people. If we did, we would more rapidly learn from history 
rather than continue to travel the same path time and time 
again; a path that doesn’t produce fulfillment personally or 
globally. 

I believe that well-aimed questions can access an 
awakened state of being, an alignment of who you are in action in 
the world. You begin to recognize your connection to everyone. 
You start to operate differently in your daily practices. And the 
result? You wake up to what’s possible for you and the world you 
live in … for you and for all of us.

The question “What is your original promise?” is 
designed for insightful reflection. Your response will impact how 
you show up in the world. This question is designed to quiet your 
mind and allow your purpose, your calling—that which fulfills 
you—to be seen and heard. And when you know it, you know 
it like a deep breath of fresh air, a slowly growing awareness 
enveloping you with no attachment, just a sense of gratitude for 
who you are. And then naturally you bring that authentic you 
into your daily practice. You bring that practice to what you are 
doing today, right where you are … in your communication and 
on your job. You don’t have to live a separate life, one way at 
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work and another way at home. 

When work comes from your original promise, it’s 
fulfilling. It’s not something you do on the way to being fulfilled. 
With this dawning realization you can begin to see a golden 
thread of fulfillment connecting events in your life when guided 
by your original promise.

What would you say is your original promise?

My original promise is to speak the truth with love and 
to act from connection instead of reacting from separation … to 
replace violence in thoughts, words, and actions with respectful 
dialogue and negotiation. Remember what Rumi said, “A 
moment of patience instead of anger prevents a thousand days 
of sorrow.” When my actions are infused with my original 
promise, there’s no residue, nothing to clean up later. My 
original promise is a way of being that gives meaning to my 
work, my relationships, and my life—it’s not that I don’t get 
angry, judgmental or impatient, I do. My practice is not to act 
on it. I recognize the balance and continued insights that come 
from practice. I’m not waiting for fulfillment. When it’s missing 
I know it’s missing and the opportunity is ever-present to bring 
it to what is happening now.

One of my dear friends told me recently about an 
experience that caused her to remember an idea she’s carried 
around since childhood. She asked me what would it be like if 
all children everywhere were given the opportunity to learn, 
thrive, and feel safe?  It became clear that it was time for her 
to get involved, to take up the challenge and set the leader in 
her free. She was animated in ways I hadn’t seen before. She 
immediately embraced the challenge and joined a project 
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to help build an eco-birthing center in Uganda and provide 
training for midwives to reduce the mortality rate for mothers 
and newborns; and to work with the local community to build 
schools that include a sustainable farm to feed the children 
and teachers. As I was listening to her, I knew she was making 
contact with her original promise.  

Questions To Think About

1.	 What are you called to do?

2.	 What activates fulfillment for you? 

3.	 What are you grateful for in your life?

4.	 What nourishes your spirit?

5.	 What is the difference you make right where you are?

6.	 If you set the leader in you free to think, what would you 
know? If you set the leader in you free to speak, what 
would you hear? If you set the leader in you free to act, 
what would you do?

7.	 What is your original promise? (You may find a clue to 
your original promise in inquiring into what ignites your 
passion.)
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Practice: Take some quiet time to reflect on the question, “Tell 
me who you are,” as if you were sitting in front of a mirror asking 
yourself the question. What would you say in response? 

Your practice is to notice with curiosity and interest without judgment 
or attachment. Ask yourself throughout the day what you notice about 
who you are in any situation you find yourself.

Pay attention as you go through your day at work, at home, or at 
play, and notice if “who you are” is reconciled with what you do. 
Notice if there are any gaps and what might bring them into balance.


