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we have shared together thus far, and I hope fo¥ many more years to come.
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Introduction

have long desired to write these reflections on finding meaning in

life. Indeed, I have experienced many meaningful moments and

I believe you have, too. I just needed somegimi€ to journey into
older adulthood awhile to understand better the meaning of my life,
and to understand that life meaning cafi’be found in any situation
and in any season of life.

I first encountered this idea while reading Recollections by Dr.
Viktor E. Frankl. In his autobjegraphy he wrote, “There is no situa-
tion that does not contain within it the seed of a meaning.” He also
stated on the same page, ‘I can see beyond the misery of a situa-
tion to the potential for discovering a meaning behind it, and thus
to turn an apparently meaningless suffering into a genuine human
achievement”((Frankl 2000, 53). He would know, I believe, as well
as anyone would know, the truth of that statement. As a Holocaust
survivor, this Jewish medical doctor has inspired many to seek mean-
ing even in times of suffering. Dr. Frankls writings have been so
helpful to me over the years. Still, I needed more time and I needed
more wisdom—time to see and hear and know that even in the dif-
ficult moments, life is meaningful, and life is miraculous. Albert Ein-
stein once said, “There are only two ways to live your life. One is as
though nothing is a miracle. The other is as though everything is a
miracle” (goodreads.com). I believe life is miraculous because I have
experienced many miracles in my life, both large and small. My life,
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and yours, is a miracle. And life is a precious, fragile gift, meant to
be treasured.

What follows are reflections, meditations really, about my life and
the lessons learned along the way. I have structured the book through
four seasons: spring, summer, fall, and winter. These seasons corre-
spond to four distinct developmental phases of my life: childhood
into early adolescence; later adolescence into early adulthood; middle
adulthood; and finally, later adulthood.

I do not pretend that my life is unique or extraordinary in any way.
What I do contend is that my own life journey, like your life jour-
ney, is filled with experiences that point to somethifig, or someone,
beyond us, if only we have eyes to see. I believe wejare all searching
for meaning in life. I also believe that meaning indife can be found in
any situation, just as Viktor Frankl statedéo clearly and profoundly.

I share my human journey and my(quest for meaning with the
hope that what I have gleaned overthé years will also assist you in
understanding the meaning of your 6wn human journey. Each season
covers ten life experiences and memories that somehow proved to be
pivotal in my search forameaning. May my memories point you to
something meaningful inyour own memories and life experiences. I
hope these reflections §park a deeper longing for life meaning within
you, and I hope'that your spark turns into a flame that also brings
light to others.

We are here on earth to reflect light, to share love, and to learn to
live well, together. Therefore, I wish you well as you seek and share
the meaning of the miracle of your life.

William F “Bill” Fvans
Professor of Psychology
James Madison University
Harrisonburg, Virginia



Spring

“Day by day life is asking-us questions . . . and we have to answer. Life
is a life-long question and answer period. Responding to life means be-
ing responstble for our lives” (Frankl 1985, 124-125).






Home in a Box

“Each human being is unique . . . and thus, neither expendable nor
replaceable. In other words, he is a particular individual with his
unique personal characteristics who experiences @ unique historical
context in a world which has special opportunities and obligations

reserved for him alone” (Frankl 1967, 44).

erhaps you have experienced'someone bringing a puppy home
Pin a box. I love puppies."even love the smell of puppies, with

only one exception—and that is regarding the “stuff” they leave
behind, if you catch mydrift. Bringing a puppy home in a cardboard
box may not be thatunusual. But a newborn baby?

I was born on October 13, 1954, as the third child to Thornton
William “T. W22and Gladys Campbell Evans. I came into this world
rather suddenly and unexpectedly, I surmise, as I was delivered by
our family doctor in his home office in Winnsboro, South Carolina.
The reason I say suddenly and unexpectedly is how they brought me
home. Not in a car seat, not in a baby bassinet, not in a cozy cradle,
but in a cardboard box.

Yes, you read that correctly. I came home for the first time to 321
North Zion Street in a cardboard box.

I was told at a much later date that my sisters, Brenda, then age
five, and Sandra, age ten at the time, were on the front porch await-
ing my arrival. The family folklore states that after one quick look at
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the baby in the box, they asked my parents if the family had to keep
“it.” Thankfully, my parents said yes. What a welcome! And just in
case you are wondering, my beautiful sisters and I have reconciled
since then.

Another piece of this story is that my mother had suffered two
miscarriages before my birth and had been told by her doctor that
she should not have another child. I am guessing the losses of those
precious children were just too much for her. Well, ready or not,
here I was! I always say that while I was not expected, I was always
wanted. What I mean by that is my parents always told me they had
wanted a boy to go along with my precocious andisemetimes silly
sister, Sandra, and my sweet, goofy sister, BrendaZl think even my
sisters, reluctant to accept me at first, warmed up to me eventually.
We are still close as siblings today, in spiritat least, if not in miles.

Let’s think inside the box for a mement. My parents were totally
unprepared for the birth of a newgnfant. Are any parents ever pre-
pared, really? They brought me Home in the best bedding they could
find at the time. Yet the most‘meaningful part of this story, for me at
least, is that I came homeéitoa loving family, and I was wanted. Well,
at least most of the time.

It is interesting;-to me at least, that in my life I found a meaning-
ful place to live\by’coming home in a box. Even more profoundly,
sometime later, I found even greater life meaning and a tug toward
home through a manger, a feeding vessel for cattle, which is also
quite a humble beginning. Mary and Joseph’s saga with the birth of
Jesus makes me feel better about how I came into this world, how I
made my way home, and how I am even better prepared for how I
might go out at the end.

Home. In a box.

Thoughts to Ponder

Reflect on how you came into this world, and how you may go
out of it. What gives meaning to your birth story? Is there a rebirth
story for you?
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Do you feel valued as a person? Does anything in your birth story
point you to a larger story than just your own? How would you de-
fine this larger story?



Honeybees

“The right kind of suffering is in itself a deed, nay the highest achieve-
ment which has been granted to man” (Frankl 1967, 128).

round the age of three, I was completely‘overtaken and near-
Ay overwhelmed by an entire hivelof honeybees. Fortunately

or me, I was not allergic to hoheybee stings, or this experi-
ence would have killed me. I cannotiblame the bees.

The entire episode was my own fault. You see, we were visiting
my maternal grandparents in(Pinewood, South Carolina, where my
grandfather served as a Méthodist pastor at the time. He had a few
beehives in the backyards and I was told, very specifically, to stay
away from them for my own good. Well, little rebellious me decided
to take fate into'my own hands, and as soon as everyone settled down
after lunchtime for a nap, I snuck out of the house, picked up a stick
from the yard, and proceeded toward bechive number one to check
things out for myself.

I remember shoving the stick up into the hive and shaking it
around a time or two. My next memory was of waking up in the
emergency room of the local hospital next to my concerned parents
as they listened to a relieved medical doctor and nurse who were
in the room with us. I distinctly remember the doctor saying I was
lucky to be alive and very fortunate that I was not allergic to bee
stings. Evidently, I had been stung hundreds of times by the honey-
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bees as they attempted to protect their home turf. My parents told
me later that many bees had died in the process, and those bees had
to be scraped off my skin where they had attached themselves as they
stung me. This was a very close encounter with death, more so than
any of us realized.

What is the lesson learned from this experience? Learn to trust the
wisdom of those who have more life experience than you. Learn to
respect those in authority over you. Basically, “Trust and obey, for
there’s no other way” (Sammis 1989, no. 467). Well . . . I had chosen
another way, and my way did not work out so well—then, or in the
thousands of times I have rebelled over the years just to get my way
with whatever I wanted, whenever I wanted it.

Selfish pursuits have never worked out thattwell for me. And now
that I consider it, honestly, I don’t thinkéelfish pursuits work out that
well for most of us, at least in the long run. I don’t think selfishness
was ever intended to lead us to a mnoré meaningful life. When we are
so self-absorbed that we will ighore good sense and wise protection,
who is to blame for our rebellion? Only us. Or, to make this more
personal, only me.

This experience gertainly helps me better understand what Adam
and Eve were thinking when God told them, very explicitly, not to
eat of the fruit-ef one particular tree in Eden. They didn’t trust the
heart and wisdom of God any more than I did my parents and grand-
parents. Just look at the results of their rebellion and our own. So
much is broken on Planet Earth. So much is broken within human-
ity. Yet there is good news—rebellion (and stupidity) can be forgiven.
Lives can be healed and restored. God continues to love and pursue
and care for us. Hopefully, we are learning how to love in return.

By the way, I love honey to this day. I have bonded with a few
hundred bees and lived to tell the tale!

Thoughts to Ponder
Dr. Viktor Frankl wrote, “If there is a meaning in life at all, then
there must be a meaning in suffering” (1997, 76). Dr. Frankl also



stated, “We mature in suffering, grow because of it—it makes us
richer and stronger” (2019, 109). Are there any “close calls” or “close
encounters” with death in your childhood experience? What have
you learned from surviving such experiences? What meaning have
you gleaned from the event? What wisdom do you have now that you
did not have then? Are you sharing that wisdom with the generations
behind you?



Attachments

“l was so emotionally attached to my parental home that I suffered
terrible homesickness” (Frankl 2000, 49).
am not sure why [ remember this feeling and this early childhood
Iexperience so well, but I do. I distinetly remember my parents
taking a trip to Cuba when I was{about four years old. This oc-
curred, of course, before the Cuban missile crisis and the subsequent
ban on American tourism there:

My dad managed an appliance store in our hometown, and evi-
dently, he had won a frée trip because of the success of that store.
My memory of them leaving and being away, for what seemed like
forever, gave me an‘unsettled, fearful feeling. As far as I know, this
was the first time both of my parents had left home without us. 1
think my mom had been hospitalized at some point in my early years
to seek treatment for her bipolar disorder. While that seemed trau-
matic enough—having my primary caregiver, my key source of at-
tachment, taken away—now both of my caregivers and attachment
sources were away, and that struck me with anxiety and uncertainty.
Developmental research points out that strong emotions tied with
certain events become our clearest memories. Why else would I re-
member this event?

Thankfully, my parents returned home safe and sound, and my
world felt settled and secure again. Yet I also remember becoming
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very clingy after this, especially with my mom. Even when the time
came for me to attend kindergarten, I was reluctant. I was resistant
to spending any time away from my parents, especially my mom.
Kindergarten never happened for me, so I guess they homeschooled
me for a while until I was required to attend first grade. Even then I
did not like being away from home.

What is the meaning behind this memory? I am not fully certain
to this day, but I suspect it was directly tied to one of the key condi-
tions for discovering meaning in life, according to Dr. Viktor Frankl,
that we all need “a human encounter, a love” (Frankl 2000, 64). He
also wrote, “Love is that capacity which enables us t6-grasp the other
human being in his very uniqueness. Meaning is something unique.
So is each and every person” (Frankl 1970, 19).

Ultimately every person is irreplaceablé,and if for no other person
he is so for him by whom he is loved”. (Frankl 2014, 19). I, for one,
cannot imagine living a meaningful'life without at least one strong
and secure relationship where ofiesfeels loved, valued, and cared for.
[ always felt loved, valued, and. cared for at home. I knew I was loved
there, and I loved my family'in return.

Relating well withrothers is an important goal in life. When Je-
sus was asked about the most important thing in life, he stated in
essence: love God;ove others, love yourself (Luke 10:27, my para-
phrase). I think even the ordering Jesus gave was significant. Love
first the one who is the ultimate source of life. Love with every part
of your being—heart, soul, mind, and strength. Then love the people
around you. Oh, and it is important that you love yourself, too, only
not as the first or only order of business in life.

Knowing that I am deeply loved, and that I can love deeply in
return, has served to provide me with a deep sense of secure attach-
ment and life meaning. To love and be loved is an essential ingredient
for finding meaning in life, far more important than I ever imagined.

Thoughts to Ponder
Reflect on your early childhood relationships, and the mean-
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ing they have provided. What memories are precious to you? What
memories are painful to you?
What is the meaning behind these memories for you?



Third Grade

“Being human is being always directed, and pointing, to something
or someone other than oneself: to a meaning to fulfill or another
human being to encounter, a cause to serve@rd person

to love” (Frankl 1985, 38).

rs. Chapman was one of the’most caring teachers I ever
I \ / I had. In third grade, I developed double pneumonia and
had to be hospitalized for days and then for weeks as I
recovered from home. Although it was not required, Mrs. Chapman
came to visit me several times each week, both in the hospital and at
our home. Because she kept me current with my studies, I did not
have to repeat third grade, even though I missed far more than the
typical ten days/allowed for absences at that time. I am sure that all
this extra work was not a part of her teaching contract. I am also sure
she did things like this for other students in her long teaching career.
About twenty years ago, | decided to see if I could locate and con-
tact Mrs. Chapman just to tell her thank you for going that extra
mile for me and to let her know I deeply appreciated how much she
cared for me and her other students. Through the local school admin-
istration office, I discovered she had retired from teaching, and after I
explained why I wanted to reach out to her, they graciously gave me
her home telephone number.

The day I called, she picked up the call immediately, and she
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thanked me through tears that I could detect from the other end of
the line. One thing that remains with me still from this call is how
much it meant to her, especially when she told me that after all her
years of teaching, only a handful of students had ever called to say
thank you.

Friends, we may assume that other people know how we feel about
them, but never assume such important communication is fully un-
derstood. I feel certain she had treated many other children in just
the same way she treated me, with great compassion and care. Make
sure you tell people how grateful you are for the ways they cared for
you.

Who stands out as a great example of care and.concern from your
childhood experiences? Have you ever reachéd out to them to show
your gratitude? If not, why not? If so, what'did you learn from that
experience?

One thing I learned from my callwith my third-grade teacher is
that too often, we take people forgranted and we assume they know
how we feel about them. Why“not make sure that they know and
understand?

Thoughts to Ponder

Who do yét peed to contact this week to let them know how
much you appreciate them for the ways they cared for you and
helped you through a difficult time? What are you waiting for? Go!
Why not do it right now?
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What if every season of your life—
even the painful ones—held the seed
of something meaningful?

In Meaningfil Moments, William F. Evans takes us on an intimate journey through four
seasons of a life fully lived, revealing how meaning can be found not just in triumph, but
in struggle, loss, and the quiet, ordinary moments we so often overlook.

Shaped by decades as a pastor, military chaplain, counselor, and professor—and deeply
inspired by the wisdom of Holocaust survivor and psychiatrist Viktor Frankl—FEvans
offers forty reflections drawn from his own life, organized across the seasons of child-
hood, young adulthood, middle age, and later life. Each story is a lantern held up to
universal human experience: love and grief, faith and doubt, service and sacrifice, wonder
and grace.

This is not a book about an extraordinary life. It is a book that insists your life is extraor-
dinary—if only you have eyes to see it.

With a foreword by renowned Frankl scholar Dr. Alexander Batthyany and an afterword
by celebrated theologian Dr. William H. Willimon, Meaningful Moments bridges psy-
chology, spirituality, and lived experience into something rare: a book that doesn’t just
ask life’s deepest questions, but helps you find the answers in your own story.

Read it slowly. Let it stir your memories. And discover the meaning that has been waiting
there all along.

“To write a book like this is a beautiful act of service to life,
to others, to meaning, to our humaneness.”

—Dr. Alexander Batthydny, President of the Viktor Frankl Institute, Vienna, Austria

“Let’s all follow Bill’s lead and expect, look for, work at making every season,
every moment of our lives meaningful.”
—Dr. William H. Willimon, Professor of Christian Ministry,
Duke University Divinity School, Durham, North Carolina
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