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Essential Life Questions 

An Explanation 

Essential = essence, basic, indispensable and inherent.   

Life = from birth to death 

Questions = there are three types of these: questions to respond to immediately, questions to respond to 

after a time, and questions to ‘hold,’ live into and, over time, perhaps a response will emerge. 

 

I have been thinking about these types of questions for more than two decades. At one time I called 

them Fundamental Questions of Existence, now I experience them as Essential Life Questions.  These 

are questions to hold and live into – life questions; they are not questions that I seek to answer and then 

let go of; still, these are questions to address now and in the future (the future being a series of ‘nows’).  

So, I offer these questions to hold, consider, ponder, respond to, and perhaps to live into.   

 

I offer some ideas to consider before I offer the questions themselves: 

 It seems crucial for one to be awake to and aware of which part of ‘self’ is asking a particular 

question.  For example, which questions would I choose to ask from my heart and which from 

my head?  Which do I ask from my ‘public self’ and which do I ask from my ‘private self’?   

 Socrates advised us to know ourselves; given this: What assumptions do I hold that influence my 

asking a particular question; for example, do I hold an assumption that people are inherently 

good?   

 Some of the categories are similar and perhaps could be combined.  I experience that each 

category stimulates different responses from within me so I have decided, for this iteration 

anyway, to keep all the categories.  If an individual finds that combining categories is helpful to 

him/her then I invite him/her to combine them.   

 Consider holding each question in the ‘now’ – literally, at this given moment, what is my 

response to each question.  I offer this because at any given moment I might well respond to 

each question differently and over time I might then discern a larger pattern. 

 Questions also connect us to choice:  What will I choose right now – love or resentment, 

compassion or judgment, forgiveness or revenge?  Perhaps a story would help with this 

question:  
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Once upon a time there lived deep in the forest a family.  At night the grandfather 

would sit by the fire and his granddaughter would sit close by; as they sat in silence a 

question would emerge from the little girl.  This one night, however, the silence was 

broken by the grandfather.  He said, in his soft, quiet voice: ‘Do you know that I have 

two tigers living within me and they are fighting.  One tiger is full of anger, rage, spite, 

and resentment and the other is full of love, compassion, caring, and empathy.’  The 

little girl looked up intently at her grandfather and after some time of silence finally 

asked, ‘Grandfather, which one will win?’  Her grandfather looked lovingly at his 

granddaughter and responded: ‘The one I feed!’ 

  Some questions might require me to be intentional about my environment: As I know myself, 

what is the environment that will provide me a safe and quiet place for reflection?  How much 

time do I need to spend within this environment?  What would it take for me to create a 

‘reflective-environment’?   

 Consider that the following questions will help you see a deeper understanding rather than 

achieve a goal; it helps to hold this if I believe that who I am determines the actions that I 

choose. 

 As you sit with the questions you might also hold this question: Which question is so important 

at this time that it becomes difficult to think about anything else? 

 

So, given all of this, here are the categories and, for me, the Questions that are Essential for my Life at 

this time:  

IDENTITY QUESTIONS 

 Who has influenced me such that I am ‘who I am’ at this time in my life?   
 Who am I at this time in my life? 
 Who am I choosing to become? 
 Why am I choosing this becoming? 

 

PURPOSE QUESTIONS 

 Why am I here?  At this time, what is my purpose in life? 
 Why do I choose to get up each morning? 
 How do I know if I am awake and aware to my life’s purpose?  How do I know if I am asleep? 
 How do I help others find/affirm their life’s purpose? 
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MEANING QUESTIONS 

 What really matters? 
 How do I make meaning out of my life? 
 What do I choose to focus on at this time in my life?  Why? 
 How do I help others find meaning? 
 How do I uncover my deepest assumptions? 
 How do I know that I have ‘free will’? 
 What does ‘self-reflection’ mean?  (Socrates prided himself for being one who know how little he 

knew; he gained this insight via self-reflection) 
 

MISSION QUESTIONS 

 What is my ‘call’?  How do I know? 
 What is a need that exists in the/my world that my gifts, talents and abilities can help address? 
 How do I respond (have I responded) to this need? 
 To what extent am I purposefully engaged or just endlessly busy? 
 To what extent does my work challenge me in meaningful ways (versus just being stress-

inducing)? 
 

SPIRIT(UAL) QUESTIONS 

 Am I a spiritual being who has a physical manifestation? 
 Am I a physical being who has a spiritual manifestation? 
 What does ‘spiritual’ mean to me? 
 ‘Spirit’ [‘entheos’] is the life-breath that sustains – What sustains me?   
 What does it mean for me to be in balance (harmony)?  How do I know if I am in balance? 
 What does it mean for me to be out of balance (dissonance)?  How do I know if I  am out of 

balance?   
 How do I feed my spirit?  How do I deplete my spirit? 
 What do I truly value?  Which 2-3 values are ‘core’ to who I am (‘core’ = to the best of my current 

ability I will not compromise these values)?   Why? 
 What factors trigger a misalignment between my espoused values and my lived values? 
 What decisions do I make that ‘throw me off balance’?  What else might throw me off balance? 
 How can I be and/or what can I do to restore ‘balance’? 
 To what extent do I live out of ‘hope’ and to what extent do I live out of ‘fear’? 
 What/Who do I trust?  Why? (e.g. ‘Do I trust that all will be o.k.’) 
 How do I know if I am empathetic or compassionate or loving?  
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SHADOW QUESTIONS   

My Shadow is composed of all those aspects of myself that have a tendency to make me uncomfortable 

with myself.  My ‘personal shadow’ is composed of both Light [good] and Dark [evil].  My shadow is shy 

and is therefore difficult to access; however I can obtain a glimpse of my shadow by becoming aware of 

the good and evil aspects that I see so clearly in others for these might well be projections of my shadow 

onto others.  I have also listed out some questions below that I also find helpful in accessing my shadow. 

 Where are my fears found?   
 Where am I most ‘ugly’ to myself? 
 What part of my life am I avoiding? 
 What do I consider to be my values?  Can I also imagine that I also hold the opposite of these?  

What are the opposites, can I name them? 
 What do I consider to be my virtues? Can I imagine that I also hold the opposite of these?  What 

are the opposites, can I name them? 
 What annoys me the most about the significant people in my life?   
 Where do I repeatedly undermine myself? 
 Where am I stuck in my life?  What familiar issues and fears block my growth? 
 What am I addicted to?  How do my addictions serve me?  What do my addictions enable me to 

avoid? 
 What are the natural gifts and talents that I have that I have avoided developing and/or using 

more fully? 
 What part of my life am I hiding from others?  Why do I choose to hide this part of my life from 

others? 
 Where do I resist or refuse to grow?   
 What is the sustaining spirit that I so admire in others? 
 What are the gifts and talents that I so admire I others? 

 

Goethe cautions us: . . .so long as you haven’t experienced this: to die and so to grow, you are only a 

troubled guest on the dark earth. 

 

SUSTENANCE QUESTIONS 

 What nurtures me? 
 What depletes me? 
 In what ways do I care for myself Physically, Intellectually, Emotionally, and Spiritually (my 

P.I.E.S.)? 
 In what ways to I not care for myself Physically, Intellectually, Emotionally, and Spiritually? 
 To what extent do I live out of an abundance mentality and to what extent do I live out of a 

scarcity mentality? 
 What is wealth? 
 What is ‘enough’ (money, status, power, etc)? 
 What is the support I need for my life’s journey, at this time?  Where do I get this support? 
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 What are my highest priority needs? 
 When do I act out of self-interest?   

 

JOURNEY QUESTIONS 

 Where is my current life-path leading me?  
 Why am I choosing this life-path? 
 Am I following a well-worn path?  Am I choosing a path less traveled? 
 What is my destination? Will my current path take me there? 
 Can I be on my path and not have a destination? 
 Am I a path-maker? 
 What helps me discern that I am on the ‘right path’?  What if I discern that I am on the ‘wrong 

path’? 
 

‘CHOICE’ QUESTIONS (‘To Choose’ means that I select freely after consideration.)   

 How often do I choose?  How many times a day do I actually choose? 
 Does it matter whether I am aware of choosing?  Can I really choose if I am not aware?  What 

does choosing without awareness look like – feel like – sound like? 
 What is the effect of my choosing upon myself and upon others?   
 To what extent, if any, is ‘choice’ covered by the skin of ‘responsibility?’ 
 What is the motivation that is the life-blood that feeds and sustains choice AND that keeps 

responsibility supple, flexible, and healthy? 
 What is the motivation that infects the life-blood with a cancer that kills both choice and 

responsibility? 
 Why do I choose to bring a specific virtue or vice to my world?  To what extent do I believe that 

the virtue or vice I bring to my world nurtures or depletes me and all those that I directly touch 
and many more that I indirectly touch? 

 To what extent is my conduct truly rooted in my selecting freely after consideration?  To what 
extent does my conduct influence future choices in a way that is more automatic than 
thoughtful? 

 To what extent does my conduct support my being aware of my choices? 
 To what extent do I have an obligation to reflect upon my choices so that I will learn more about 

the ‘me’ that impacts the many ‘yous’ I meet each day? 
 How can I help others grow and develop more fully if I am not aware of how I engage, or refuse 

to engage, choice? 
 

GENERATIVITY, CONTINUITY AND FINALITY QUESTIONS 

 What happens when I die? 
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 What is the story others will tell about me after I die? 
 What is the story I want others to tell about me? 
 What is the story I am living out now?  Is this my story or is it a story that others have provided 

me? 
 What is the legacy that I want to leave others? 
 What ‘one line’ do I want written about me in ten years?  What is the ‘one line’ that would be 

written about me today? 
 

As you sit with these questions, others might well emerge from within you – or be provided by to you by 

others or by events that unfold in your life – I invite you to make note of them and then engage them 

when you are ready to do so. 

 

Other Essential Questions 

As I have been sitting with these this past month I discerned that perhaps there are some questions that 

are Essential Questions of Existence.  The following questions emerged into my consciousness and so I 

offer them to you for your consideration: 

 Who am I?  --The question of Identity and Character 
 Where did we come from?  --The question of origin 
 Where am I going?  --The question of destiny 
 Why am I here?  --The question of purpose [Why are we here? is another] 
 What ultimately matters? –The question of meaning 
 How am I to live?  --The question of morality [How are we to live? is another] 
 What happens when I die?  --The question of finality & continuity 

 

For some reason I then began to consider some Essential Life Agreements and the following emerged 

into my consciousness.  What are some of your ‘essential life agreements?’  It seems to me that we all 

have made them (whether we hold them or not is another matter and whether they are explicit or 

implicit is another matter still): 

 Speak rooted in integrity 
 Listen with undefended receptivity 
 Inquire from a place of trust and not knowing 
 Act from a core of deep love 

 


