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#56 Making a Difference
David's Desk is my opportunity to share thoughts and tools for the spiritual journey. These letters are my personal insights and opinions and do not necessarily reflect the sentiments or thoughts of any other person in Lorian or of Lorian as a whole. If you wish to share this letter with others, please feel free to do so; however the material is ©2011 by David Spangler. If you no longer wish to receive these letters please let us know at info@Lorian.org. Previous issues of "David's Desk" are posted on www.lorian.org.
Happy New Year!

Although we haven’t officially proclaimed it as such, the New Year's celebration is the Celebration of Making a Difference. More precisely, it is the celebration of our capacity to make a difference. Consider for a moment the things we say at this time of year and you’ll see what I mean:
“Things will be different in the New Year.” 
“I’m going to make some changes, wait and see!”
“Here are my resolutions for doing things differently.”
“Boy, I’m glad that year’s over! I’m ready for something different.”
If any of these statements and the sentiments behind them are familiar to you, then you can see why on January 1st we’re not just celebrating a new year but the possibility of change. We’re celebrating the power (and the hope) of making a difference.
When I was a teenager, I had a secret ambition. I wanted to be the first working scientist elected as President of the United States, after receiving a Nobel Prize for my scientific achievements, of course! Looking back, I can see how this ambition arose. I had a deep love for science and a desire to join the fellowship of men and women exploring nature’s deepest secrets. I also admired President Kennedy who had challenged the idealism of my generation and encouraged us to ask what we could do for our country. He gave politics and public service a new luster in the early Sixties, holding them up as worthy callings. I was also inspired by the power of the Presidency to initiate great scientific accomplishments, as when Kennedy set America on a course to land a person on the moon. The Scientist and the Politician really represented for me the combining of a deep knowledge about the world with a will and an ability to turn that knowledge into action and service for the common good. That combination attracted me, though I didn’t analyze it in this way at that time.
My friends then had daydreams of becoming rock stars, millionaire business tycoons or sports heroes, but I imagined standing before a joint session of Congress as President drawing on my scientific expertise to outline a vision of a utopian society that we could create. Ha! Needless to say, I was ignorant about how modern science and politics are actually practiced, and wholly unrealistic about the ability of Congress itself to consider any future further ahead than the next election. It was pure fantasy, but it was an inspiring one because its roots were in a powerful place that each of us has touched into at one time or another. This is our desire to make a difference.
Over the years there is question that is most asked me by people seeking spiritual guidance. It can take different forms, but it’s still the same question. “What is my soul’s purpose?” “Why am I here?” “What is the meaning of my life?” “What is my mission?”
There can be many reasons why an individual might ask me this question, but as I listen, it seems to me that underneath it all, what he or she wants to know is something very simple: How can I make a difference?
How will the world be different, hopefully in a better way, because I have lived in it?
This, I know, was the motivation behind my teenage daydream of being a great scientist and a great President. I felt the same desire that each of us feels at one time or another. I want to make a difference.
What was naïve about my fantasy wasn’t that it was impossible. Oh, it might have been very unlikely for me to achieve given my particular skill sets and where my limitations lie, but the idea that a scientist—a man or woman filled with the wonder of the natural world and possessing insights into its deep harmonies and processes—might also become a nation’s leader and help formulate visionary policies isn’t that far-fetched. We’ve already had one philosopher-scientist-President in Thomas Jefferson at the beginning of our Republic; there’s no reason we couldn’t have another.
No, what was naïve about my daydream was that I felt at the time, as so many do, that “making a difference” meant doing something big and dramatic, something that affected millions of people. When we think of making a difference, we think of people like Steve Jobs whose inventiveness and entrepreneurial skills arguably did more to transform the world we live in than any other person in the past fifty years. We do not think of the mother or father who’s bedtime stories or loving embraces or kind words might create the moral, imaginative, and creative foundations on which a woman or man like Jobs could stand to discover and express their genius in beneficial ways.
When we think of making a difference, we so often think in terms of large scale changes; we become mesmerized by magnitude. I certainly was as a teenager. I thought that in order to create significant difference, I had to occupy a significant role or position from which I could affect a significant number of people. In so doing, I was disempowering myself by dismissing or ignoring the opportunities and possibilities for making a difference where and when it counts in the life of one other person. If your gaze is fixed on the unattainably large, you can fail to see the attainably small. Yet small changes accumulate and cascade into large differences.
In the Christian world, we have just finished celebrating the birth of an individual who was virtually unknown in his time and who reached only a comparative few using methods that were limited and parochial by the standards of modern social media and telecommunications. Yet, over time, his message and example transformed the world in countless ways. Jesus certainly made a difference, but he invented nothing, made no scientific discoveries, and occupied no high public office. We would say he made his differences one heart at a time, one mind at a time.
The message that each of us makes a difference in our own ways and that these differences don’t have to be on a large scale to be meaningful is certainly not a new one. We all give lip service to it. By reiterating it, I risk tumbling into cliché. But it’s vitally important. The world works through small changes, small differences.
More importantly, perhaps, the world comes alive through the possibility of making a difference, no matter how large or small. If I awaken in the morning, and I think, “I have the power to make differences today,” then I feel energized and I am alert to opportunities. On the other hand, if I think, “Oh, today is just like yesterday and I have no power to make it any different,” then possibilities flatten. I go through my day asleep to the potentials it might hold.
I suggest that we cannot afford to forsake that aliveness. We cannot afford to sleep through our days, assuming with regret that we can’t make a difference because we don’t have the money or we’re not in positions of power or we don’t have the connections, or any of a number of other excuses, and therefore we should just take things as they are and as they come. The world is in the throes of change, both environmental and social. It requires our attention. It requires our capacity to make a difference.
Actually, even the statement “to make a difference” can be misleading. If I say I want my life to make a difference, am I talking about one difference? A single great event? A one-time significant impact? If we spend our time looking for that one special moment or opportunity when we change the world, it’s no wonder we can end up feeling frustrated. It’s more useful to think that we want our life to make “differences” and to realize that our impact in the world doesn’t come from just one thing that we do in one particular moment. It comes from everything we do—all the decisions and choices and actions we take—all the time. We don’t just make a difference; we are making differences.
Further, given the interconnected field of life and energy that we all inhabit together, it’s hard to measure any one difference I might make and know whether it’s “large” or “small.” Differences exist in a continuum of connections, relationships, causes, effects. They merge with each other, growing, splitting off, morphing, changing, expanding, affecting first this person and then that one in a cascade of potential effects. The President signing a bill on his desk may affect many people but will it make more of a difference than a smile I may give someone or a kind word you may give a stranger which leads to more kind words and acts of kindness? I probably shouldn’t even attempt to measure their relative “difference-making.” What is important to me are the differences I can make where I am with what I have.
Making a difference is a matter of paying attention, being alert to possibilities, honoring the moment and those in it with me. What will help the energy or life within the situation move to a place that will benefit all involved? What will enhance the potentials within the situation or within those who share it with me? How can I shape the moment so that it moves forward with grace? If I neglect or overlook these questions, then the world has lost that part of its whole capacity to make a difference that lives in me.
So, here we are at New Year’s Day, the celebration of Making Differences. We look upon this New Year with hope and expectation. There’s no reason we can’t get up each of the three hundred and sixty-five mornings and feel the same thing, but often we don’t. We forget. We pack that feeling, that hope, that expectation, that acclamation of our power to make differences all into this one day. This year things will be different! This year things will change!
Indeed they will…and we can be creative participants in making it so.
____________________________________________________________________
January 13-15th Lorian will be holding a free,3-day, online "Open House" to answer questions about our Lorian Core Education programs. By registering through the website, you will be able to log in and participate in this session of Q&A and dialogue with David and Lorian faculty about our Certificate process and the Path of the Chalice self-study material. The online classroom format is asynchronous so you can jump in at any time, post your questions, and then come back during the 3 days to read answers and respond in return. You can pop in for an hour to test the waters and just read what is posted, or come in often and engage us with your questions, there are no requirements for participation. Link to Register 
We are excited about our developing self-study offerings, supported learning options, and the ongoing applications of this work. We look forward to sharing more about how it might serve you in your life and interests. To read more about our educational programs, Link to Program Description.
