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Preface

Despite the remarkable progress of Logotherapy in the past two decades in Russia, 
Kazakhstan, and elsewhere in the world, there is a recognized vacuum in the educa-
tion of logo-therapists, namely, the neglect of their own spiritual dimension. 
Shantall’s book fills this vacuum remarkably well. Her book deals with the funda-
mental principles of what it means to be a human being. And particularly with how 
a person looks upon the world, whether as a meaningless or as a meaningful place. 
For absence of meaning in life makes existence miserable.

This book reflects and enlivens the author’s struggle to turn many meaningless 
lives into productive and meaningful ones. And her life serves as illustration to this 
struggle and to its positive outcome.

Shantall’s book is based on her long, rich, and distinguished background in 
Logotherapy, and on her teaching Frankl’s theory and method of Logotherapy in 
different parts and cultures in the world. She is one of Professor Frankl’s students in 
the United States who were fortunate to study under the guidance of the founder of 
Logotherapy. And this explains her positive and lively approach to the spiritual, 
philosophical, and particularly to the applied aspects of Logotherapy.

As she so convincingly shows, a logo-therapist is a human being with strengths 
and weaknesses similar to his or her clients. This means that a logo-therapist is not 
above the characteristics common to all people. In her lengthy exposition of 
Logotherapy, she manages to show in great detail how to conduct ourselves so that 
we may be able to overcome pain, sorrow, frustration, sickness, and even death.

Shantall demonstrates that nobody is beyond hope, beyond redemption. The 
more one experiences lack of meaning in his or her life, the more he or she may 
benefit from using Logotherapy to combat feelings of distress and helplessness. As 
all therapists know, the caring and curing function of Logotherapy is vested in 
establishing a close emotional bond between therapist and client. This bond is called 
trust. Trust is a central condition of therapy, of all therapy. It plays a crucial role in 
individual and social well-being.

According to Shantall, trust in the hands of a logo-therapist means recognition 
and responsibility for the potential of changing a person’s entire life for good or bad. 
There is an explicit agreement about the expectations of what each party has to do. 
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And if this trust is damaged and lost, then the whole practice is gone. Therefore, 
both parties should be equally interested in the outcome of the therapeutic work.

The encounters in Shantall’s book between client and therapist are based on the 
“Socratic Dialogue.” Socrates, the ancient Greek philosopher, is generally regarded 
as the “father of ethics.” His method of teaching is commonly known as “mid-
wifery.” Similar to the midwife who helps the mother to give birth, Socrates helped 
his listeners and students to give birth to the truth that resided in their souls. Socrates 
used “provocative questions” to elicit answers from his opponents in order to 
awaken in their hearts a sense of personal responsibility for their attitudes to life 
and truth.

The “Socratic Dialogue” was developed by Frankl as a helping and teaching 
technique for the practice of Logotherapy. It teaches the seeker of help how to use 
his or her power, fantasy, dreams, and caring for another person to find meaning in 
life. This method is basic in the encounter with a client. When the encounter has a 
positive value for the client, it leads to trust.

In order to achieve trust, a logo-therapist needs to be a person of virtues. As 
Shantall notes, Logotherapy is based on moral requirements. First and foremost 
among them are integrity and decency of the practitioner. A logo-therapist must be 
an individual with honesty and authenticity. For intervening in another person’s life 
needs courage, wisdom, life experience, and a great measure of responsibility. And 
above all, a logo-therapist must realize that he or she is a worker.

Shantall’s book is a work of love. All works of love benefit the giver and the 
receiver. Viktor Frankl has said that life revolves around work. People fulfill a mean-
ing when they create something, when through their work they improve the world. 
And Voltaire the French philosopher said that, rather than philosophizing about the 
purpose of life, one has to understand what life demands from all of us, namely 
work for the sake of other people – not only for my own sake.

There are many books written on the various facets of Logotherapy by well-
known logo-therapists. Yet, none gives such detailed account, nor goes to such 
lengths to demonstrate the actual work requested from the practitioner to advance 
the well-being of a client.

Shantall built her book mainly on the spiritual dimension of a human being. This 
dimension, as Frankl said, is the most important among the three dimensions, 
namely the biological and the psychological dimensions. The spiritual dimension 
includes wisdom, which in turn is based on freedom of choice that’s unique to 
human beings. Wisdom is not open to scientific measurements or to analysis. 
Wisdom can be approached only by philosophy, which in turn deals with personal 
experience. As Shantall shows in the personal experiences of her own life and in the 
cases she presents in her book, these lives can’t be repeated, but they can be changed 
for the better.

She begins each chapter in her book with an exposition of the main subject. This 
is followed with a discussion of the important concepts contained in the chapter, 
including case illustrations, and ends with a series of questions that she raises for the 
reader. The questions provide an opportunity for the reader to verify that she or he 
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has grasped the meaning of that chapter and its implications for his or her own life. 
This approach to the applied aspect Logotherapy is most valuable and refreshing.

Logo-therapists must help their clients to use inner resources when confronting 
a difficult challenge. Pain and suffering are integral parts of life. And when suffering 
is extreme, it can destroy the quality of life. Frankl spoke about suffering as a nor-
mal part of human experience in life. He maintained that the human spirit is able to 
triumph over evil for it is capable of elevating itself to unimagined heights for the 
sake of another human being one truly loves, or for an idea in which one truly 
believes.

The subject of pain and suffering is well-known to Shantall from her own per-
sonal experience and from her dedicated work with many clients, especially with 
survivors of the Holocaust, who have suffered a lot. In her book, Life’s meaning in 
the Face of Suffering (2002), she emphasizes that suffering is always a challenge. 
What matters is one’s attitude to pain and suffering.

Logo-therapists need to differentiate between two kinds of pain: acute and 
chronic pain. Acute pain may be compared to a venomous snake that attacks you 
and should be eliminated by all available means. Chronic pain resembles an ox that 
carries its burden patiently. Chronic pain that’s impossible to eliminate by medicine 
and psycho-therapeutic intervention must be tolerated. Comforting the sufferer is a 
human and professional necessity in such cases.

Logotherapy teaches us that when we are no longer able to change a situation, we 
are challenged to change ourselves. And we should always remember what Kant the 
philosopher said, namely, that we should never treat a person merely as a means 
to an end.

Shantall uses literary sources and especially stories and wisdoms contained in 
the Old and the New Testament to support her thesis. Stories may be very useful to 
all therapists. Let’s take for example the Biblical meeting of Jacob with his brother 
Esau as illustration. According to the story, Jacob stole the rights of the first born 
from his brother Esau and fled to Babylon. He spent there many years and returned 
to the Land of Canaan as a rich person. But he had to meet Esau on the way. Jacob 
was afraid very much that his brother Esau would avenge the wrong he did to him. 
Thus he prepared for the meeting in three ways: with a prayer, with a gift, and with 
a readiness to fight.

The encounter with a client requires similar preparations by a logo-therapist. The 
prayer is for strength in facing the client, especially when the client may have unsta-
ble and unpredictable, or aggressive and demanding behavior. Contemplation, 
prayer, and planning the appropriate steps how to counteract such behavior can help 
a lot in the encounter.

The fight resembles the struggle with the client in the search for meaning. It is 
accompanied by pain that’s inevitable in any encounter. And the gift is a reward. 
Jacob was rewarded by the angel with whom he struggled throughout the night with 
a new name, Israel.

A logo-therapist – if successful in the encounter with the client – may gain a dif-
ferent reward: A feeling that the struggle was worth, that something valuable and 
meaningful has happened, that there is a feeling of change for the better by the 
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client, and that the encounter was not in vain. This feeling may be perceived by both 
client and therapist as a gift, as a turning point, and as a foundation for positive 
encounters in the future.

Shantall’s book is more than an exposition of Logotherapy. It is more than a 
description and explanation of Logotherapy’s theory, methods, and philosophy. This 
is a most valuable and much needed book, a welcome addition to the applied aspects 
of Logotherapy. The book is practice oriented and comprehensive. It clarifies 
Frankl’s ideas regarding the purpose of all logo-therapeutic work. Her book is well-
organized and clear.

The focus of this book is on the life-changing impact of Frankl’s meaning-
centered approach in counseling and psychotherapy, called Logotherapy. This book 
seeks to illuminate meaningful interaction between logo-therapist and client in a 
face-to-face interaction between them, emphasizing the uniqueness of both. This 
interaction has important ramifications outside the counseling context as well.

Shantall makes it clear that her book is not “religious,” even if it uses some 
examples from major world religions. Her book is universal in its aim and focus. 
She supports Frankl’s approach to the place of religion in logo-therapeutic work as 
explicated in his Man’s Search for Ultimate Meaning. Accordingly, logo-therapists 
must make a clear differentiation between medical and religious ministry. 
Logotherapy is a philosophical and spiritual outlook on life. It refrains from mis-
sionary spirit and zeal. Logotherapy leaves the saving of souls to religious ministry.

Logotherapy is interested in helping human beings in emotional or mental dis-
tress to live responsible and meaningful lives. While Logotherapy is anchored in 
values, and in spirituality, these do not necessarily have to be religious ones. 
Logotherapy leaves to the individual the option for what, to what, or to whom he or 
she understands himself or herself to be responsible.

Frankl emphasized many times the need to re-humanize medicine. The re-
humanization of all psychotherapies is even more important today in our terror-
ridden world. It is the main task of Logotherapy. And Shantall’s book is most 
valuable in this respect. She elevates humanness in helping people in sickness and 
distress to a spiritual height.

A great advantage of Shantall’s book is that you don’t have to be a logo-therapist 
to benefit from reading it. Any reader seeking to enhance the meaning quality of 
their own lives will find in this kind of therapy a treasure for improving their mental 
health. This book will help them to navigate successfully the troubled waters of life. 
This book will enable them to make intelligent and informed decisions about what 
is valuable and applicable to their situations in life, what appeals to their souls and 
spirit, and what may give meaning to their own lives.

Shantall’s book will appeal particularly to practicing logo-therapists and to stu-
dents of Logotherapy at all educational levels, and especially to those holding 
advanced degrees in academia. Her book will enrich the knowledge base of psycho-
therapists in religious and pastoral care and counseling too, for it provides a much 
needed spiritual depth to their professional work.
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I am most happy to recommend this book wholeheartedly and without reserva-
tions to logo-therapists, to members of the helping professions, and to the gen-
eral public.

Faculty of Welfare and Health Sciences  
School of Social Work� 

David Guttmann

University of Haifa
Mount Carmel, Israel� 
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Prologue

Adam, Where Are You?
There is a call addressed to all of us, one we can hardly escape. It is a call 

recorded in the story of creation (Genesis 3:9).
Where are we?
What are we doing with our lives? How are we living it? Are we hiding some-

where, shying away from the challenge to come out, step into our lives, and live it 
in a way we can really feel good about? Are we prepared to take full responsibility 
for the way we are living our lives, or is there a sense of shame, guilt, and uneasiness 
if we have to give an honest account of it?

Are our lives going somewhere? Has it got a worthy purpose? Do we have a 
sense of direction and destiny? Do we feel we are where we should be, doing what 
we should be doing with a sense of satisfaction and contentment? Do we sense that 
we have a calling, a reason why we are alive, and a mission or tasks in life to fulfill? 
Or are we just floundering about, maybe even badly off course?

We may be refusing to look into such issues, merely taking life as it comes or 
doing what we feel like doing without any thought of tomorrow or where what we 
are doing may take us. We may even be set on a path we have carved out for our-
selves, stubbornly discounting any way other than the one we have worked out as 
best suited to ourselves.

But can we escape the scrutiny of conscience?
What kind of people are we? If we fully look at ourselves, what do we see? Are 

we living up to what we can, and, in a deeper sense, what we hope and really want 
to be? Can we escape the uncanny feeling of what we ought to be? Do we really like 
ourselves, approve of ourselves, and feel good, contented, and even happy about 
ourselves? If we had to judge ourselves from an outsider point of view, will we be 
pleased about ourselves or ashamed? If ashamed, who will we be shaming?

We will be shaming ourselves!
What do we do about this restlessness we have about ourselves, the feeling that 

we do not really want to face ourselves; look at our face in the mirror? Is it just a 
question of being moralistic? Or is the feeling deeper, like an inescapable feeling of 
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dissatisfaction about ourselves? Is it that we know that we, and we alone, are failing 
to be the kind of person that we very well know we could be?

We may realize that we are not fully ourselves, not really “at home” with 
who we are!

And what about our lives? Do we feel we are misdirecting it, throwing it away, 
or wasting it, just letting it pass by? Or do we feel that there is more to life, that we 
can be further along the road going somewhere?

We may have to sit down with ourselves and truthfully think things through, take 
the way we are living our lives to its logical conclusion. Is what we have settled for 
enough or even right? Is it good or bad for us? Does it, in the long run, make any 
real sense?

We may need to come to a point of saying: “Enough is enough. I am not making 
sense. Where I am, what I am doing, the way I am living, does not appeal to me. I’m 
restless. Some things have to change and change quickly, not tomorrow, not the next 
day, but now. I want to be in the moment, be me in all that I experience and have to 
deal with in a way that makes me feel good about myself. I want this kind of feeling 
of connectedness: to be an active agent in my own life, a life I can shamelessly 
account for. I want to be in the real flow of things, part of all that really matters in 
life. I want to be in vital touch with myself and what I stand for. I want to be out 
there, making a difference, making my own and meaningful mark on the world. I 
want to play my part!”

The only sensible answer to the call “Adam, where are you?” is to say “Here I 
am, send me. I am ready to go and be on my appointed way!”

Life must have a destination. Life must be a mission, have a goal and a purpose, 
and we must be in it, giving it shape. Otherwise, where will we be but nowhere, not 
anywhere special at all? Without a destination, we are rudderless, rootless, not 
amounting to much. We remain on the fringes of things, playing around with life in 
the shallow waters, outside of ourselves, doing little, effecting even less. We may 
even be in dark and dangerous waters, our lives sinking to the bottom. We may be 
losing all grip on ourselves as we gulp for air. We may be in great need to breathe 
freely, have some solid ground under our feet, and have something good in sight.

Our lives must have outcomes and results and good ones; otherwise, what is it 
all for?

What is life all about? How do I make sense of it? Who and why am I? What am 
I expected to do and be?

These are the questions that we all, at some time or another, should ask our-
selves. The answers would determine whether we would feel in tune with ourselves 
and with life or not.

The logotherapy of Viktor Frankl (1905–1997) is a school of thought that 
addresses such questions.

Viktor Frankl was born, lived, worked, and died in Vienna. He was a medical 
doctor who specialized in psychiatry and neurology. He also held a doctorate in 
philosophy. As a Jew and Holocaust survivor, he became world famous after the 
publication of his book, Man’s Search for Meaning, a book about his experiences in 
the concentration and death camps of Nazi Europe. This book, originally written in 
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German, got translated into English and, with its rise in popularity, it was translated 
into many other languages of the world. This opened the door to travelling the world 
to lecture and teach his particular approach to life and human suffering and what 
we, as human beings, are called to do in the face of it.

Life may be tragic in so many ways, but the essential thrust of it is positive. The 
latter Frankl came to deeply believe. Life has purpose and meaning, and we are 
challenged to find it. Furthermore, life has meaning not just in a general sense or 
abstract way. No. Its meaning is to be experienced in a profoundly personal sense. 
Our lives have meaning. We were destined to be. There is a unique purpose in life, 
an irreplaceable role to play for every one of us. And we are assigned the task to find 
and realize the unique meaning and destiny of our own lives. We can hardly do less 
since we really want to experience our lives as meaningful and worthwhile! Without 
a sense of meaning in our lives, we feel unfulfilled. Something is amiss or lacking 
or seriously wrong. We may even lose our will to live!

Logotherapy seeks to illuminate what is meaningful in life and how we can real-
ize the meaning, purpose, or destiny of our own lives. In its focus on how we can 
experience life as meaningful and worthwhile and ourselves as a worthy part of it, 
logotherapy illuminates the art of living. This explains its special appeal to all of us, 
whether we study it as professional therapists and counselors or explore its signifi-
cance in our own lives as a way of enriching our understanding of life and of our-
selves. In fact, it is to the degree that the core principles of meaningful living, as 
expounded by logotherapy, impact on our own lives and person, that we will be able 
to apply these principles in ways that will be highly beneficial and of supreme ben-
efit not only to ourselves but also to others.

“Each man is questioned by life; and he can only answer to life by answering for 
his own life; to life he can only respond by being responsible” (Viktor Frankl 
2006:109).

Prologue
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Chapter 1
What Is Logotherapy?

Abstract  In answering the question set as the heading of this chapter, the reader is 
first of all provided with the basic tenets of logotherapy, namely, that as human 
beings we have freedom of will, an inherent will to find meaning in our lives and 
that the meaning we are searching for is there to be found. How are these fundamen-
tal human yearnings challenged by suffering and disaster; how free do we feel in the 
face of the pain and tragedies that we experience in our own lives; what do we make 
of the meaning of life in the face of so much evil and violence, sufferings and disas-
ters that we witness in the world around us? What about Frankl’s own life? How did 
he manage to survive his internment in Nazi concentration and death camps and 
come out of it with the belief that life still holds meaning?

Keywords  Logotherapy · Freedom of will · The will to meaning · Meaning in life 
· The meaning of suffering · Frankl’s Holocaust experiences

�Healing Through Meaning

“Logos” is the Greek word for “meaning”. Logotherapy is therefore healing (or 
therapy) through meaning. Logotherapy is the term coined by Viktor Frankl to 
describe his particular approach to life and human suffering and who we are called 
to be and what we are to do in the face of it.

Logotherapy is based on the following three tenets, principles or concepts: (1) 
the freedom of will; (2) the will to meaning; and (3) the meaning of life. Taken 
together, it says the following:

We have the freedom to search for, find and realize the meaning of our lives.

	1.	 Freedom of will

As human beings we have freedom of choice. This is the first tenet. We are not 
haplessly driven, compelled to act in a certain way, pushed and pulled this way and 
that. Or, at least, we need not be! We are not determined by inherent inclinations, 
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good or bad, which we have no power to direct or control. We are not automatically 
good without effort and dedication on our part. Nor are we helplessly fallen crea-
tures, unable to say “No” to what proves to be bad or destructive behavior.

We have a self-determining part to play in the shaping of our own lives.

	2.	 The will to meaning

We all want to make sense of our lives. This is the second tenet. What makes 
sense is when one thing connects meaningfully to another. Things hold together, 
they do not fall apart. There is harmony, things are related to one another; parts fit 
together in a greater whole. Cohesion is the basis of understanding and grasp: “this 
makes sense, it has meaning, I can see how it works; I understand it!” Disconnected, 
conflicting, contradictory parts hostile to and set against each other (things that tear 
apart and destroy), do not make sense to us. They are disordered and create confu-
sion and unrest.

Meaning is something that is inherently lawful, something we fundamentally 
need and want. It brings order and harmony into our lives. We feel at peace. It 
appeals and speaks to us, draws us to it in a good way. We experience a sense of 
connectedness, of being related to and included as an inherent part of a greater 
whole. What is meaningless disturbs our feelings of connectedness. We feel threat-
ened by what feels alien to our nature; by something that severs, breaks up our con-
nection to one another; makes us feel at a loss, uncertain and confused. Such a 
situation is not what we want; not what we are striving after and seek to attain. We 
will something other than and different to this. We want to experience meaning in 
our lives.

Our deepest desire, need or want, therefore, is to reach out to and connect with 
what is meaningful to us in the most fundamental sense of the word. We seek con-
nection with something or someone outside of ourselves. We want to be linked to, 
harmoniously part of some greater whole where everything is held together in a 
good, non-disruptive and life-enhancing way. We want to be called out of ourselves 
and into some kind of enlivening interaction with others and with our world.

We feel good, happy about and at peace with ourselves when we have something 
or someone to live for, something of worth to contribute to the common good. We 
are doing our share for the good of the world around us. This forms the basis of a 
feeling of self-worth, of being a person in our own right. We are needed: we belong 
somewhere, have a unique space to fill or role to play.

We fit into the greater picture!

	3.	 The meaning of life

It would make little sense if we had the freedom to search for, and a fundamental 
will to find meaning in our lives, if such meaning in life did not exist in any real 
way; if it was just a case of fantasy, a mere projection of what we desire life to be. 
This is the third tenet: life must be meaningful in and of itself. It must hold mean-
ing outside and beyond us. Its meaning must be incontestable. Only if life is objec-
tively meaningful is it there for us to become part of, embrace, appreciate and enjoy.
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Life must have enduring worth beyond human caprice, beyond being something 
of our own making or something that we can shape to our own liking; this one in this 
way, and that one in that way. If my answer is as good as yours and anybody else’s, 
whose answer will hold? Life will remain a question with no definite answer, 
nothing to find in any ultimate sense. So why strive for anything beyond what I may 
make of life, no matter if it is diametrically opposed to what you or others choose to 
make of it? Why even try? Life will be a conflict without resolution. What a depress-
ing thought!

Only if the meaning of life is something beyond human speculation and manipu-
lation is its meaning indestructible. Only then can nothing and no-one arbitrarily 
change or nullify life’s meaning. Life’s meaning will remain, be unassailable, 
beyond spoiling, always there to be found by anyone, at anytime, anywhere, no mat-
ter what anyone does or tries to do to darken its horizons.

Consider this: what meaning is there in life if everything is arbitrary or happen-
stance, if we are in this world through some freak accident, soon to slip into oblivion 
as if we never lived and if, in the end, it makes little difference whether we were 
here or not?

Furthermore: for life to be real to us, something we can trust and really believe 
in, ourselves as meaningfully part of, it must be everlasting. It must have been in 
existence before us and go on after us. Our present lives must be a vital link in the 
chain of time. If there is a roster, a timing of what is to happen and when, there is 
progress. Without a beginning of intent towards an envisaged goal, no progress is 
possible. History will be haphazard, without meaning, a mindless repetition of the 
same old story, a going around in circles. We will simply be swallowed up in this 
whirlpool of unrelated happenings, floating about as one piece amongst myriads of 
other broken pieces on the surface of meaningless events.

Meaning is meaning because if it has purpose and direction!

�Missing and Finding the Mark

Lives that are lived meaninglessly are arbitrary, given over to chance. Such lives fall 
away from, fail to find and miss out on what is meaningful in life. They disconnect, 
lose anchor and continuity. But once directed towards finding and fulfilling mean-
ing, these lives take on significance, fall into line. Then the truth starts to operate, 
also retroactively and even to former generations that may have missed the mark!

The truth is this: we are meant to have a history, an origin and a genealogical line. 
We have a prophetic destiny, one we are meant to embrace. How else can we lay 
hold of life to live it in the way we are called to do if there was no such coherence 
of a beginning towards an end; if there was not an original plan and an ultimate 
purpose to the life given to us all?

Our individual lives must feature in the greater scheme of things, be recorded as 
significant for posterity and as part on an ongoing story. We must be players, the 
characters, in life’s unfolding story.

Missing and Finding the Mark
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The most optimal place to be, one earmarked by mental and spiritual well-being, 
is to have unconditional faith in the unconditional meaningfulness of life. Coupled 
to this, Frankl contested, is the awed awareness of our own unconditional worth: 
our capability to achieve and live a most meaningful life, a life that contributes to 
the quality of life of others and to the betterment of the world.

We have the dignity of personal responsibility!

�True Happiness

Life is beautiful. But why do we not always see it, realize it, embrace and enjoy it 
with the awe, the wonder, the joy, the gratitude it should evoke? Self-absorption and 
fear are our greatest drawbacks. Optimal being is optimal well-being. The stressors 
are removed, the veil lifted. We are completely open to the beauty that surrounds us: 
we see the flowers, the trees, the fields, skies and mountains, the seas and rivers, the 
magnificence of creation, its creatures; every wondrous aspect of nature.

We live in an awesomely beautiful world.
Nature is a statement of fact: the world is here for us. It is our domain. How 

important that makes us! It affirms our worth, our having to be here. It is the back-
drop to the scene of which we are the front figures. The world is at our feet, not to 
trample it under foot, but for us to take center stage, find our rightful place in it.

The more we learn about the wonders of nature, the awesome harmony and order 
of our universe, the more we begin to grasp the potential of human greatness in a 
world designed for togetherness and peace.

We experience, in ever greater measure, that it is good to be alive!

�But Why Then Do We Suffer?

What about suffering? The world can look so ugly, so frightening, its face of beauty 
hidden from us. We can be so full of insecurities, uncertainties; doubts about our-
selves. Life can be so painful, others so insensitive and cruel. We may be plagued 
with anxiety; frightened by what we experience, what we see out there in the world. 
Life can seem like a tragic affair.

So much of its tragedy is precisely because it is spurned, not appreciated for 
what it can give. Things are in disarray and unnatural. We fail to understand and 
appreciate each other. We do not believe in ourselves or in one another. We nurture 
our hurts, are self-defensive, full of resentment, feel at a distance from and at odds 
with one another. Brother fights brother. Communities are torn apart by factional-
ism. One opinion is hostile and opposed to the next. The world is a place of upris-
ings, wars and violent conflicts. There is blood-shed and misery, lewd ways of 
living, lawlessness and corruption almost everywhere. Tyrannical regimes oppress 
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their peoples and seek to dominate the entire world and subject it to its will; terrorist 
groups even compete for power among themselves.

How do we make sense of the world, of life in the face of so much anguish, tur-
moil and strife?

�There Is Evil in the World

Are we inherently evil creatures, inclined towards falling into unspeakable depths of 
depravity and cruelty, and is there very little, if anything at all that can be done 
about it?

How can anyone believe in life as just and fair if evil holds such sway, has such 
a free hand, is so rampant and common place that there is no stopping of it, no force 
strong enough in the world to effectively resist and eradicate it?

We can still see the sense of having to put something right if we did something 
wrong, if we are faced with the miserable consequences of our own foolish actions. 
But how does life retain its meaning if we are subjected to injustice, to suffering we 
have not brought upon ourselves, when we are faced with that which, at the moment 
of happening, is beyond our power to prevent or change? There is an inherent injus-
tice to falling ill, to becoming a prey of some or other mortal physical affliction. 
Such tragedies happen to us beyond our ability to safeguard ourselves against it. 
And can we stop ourselves from growing older; can we prevent our eventual and 
inevitable deaths?

�Victims of Injustice

It is the answer to all the above questions that has made Man’s Search for Meaning, 
Frankl’s book that captured his own experiences of suffering as a Jew in the Nazi 
concentration and death camps, a best-seller to this day.

Frankl was a survivor of what became known as the Holocaust, the systematic 
slaughter of over six million Jews, including one and a half million Jewish children, 
by a power seeking National Socialist Regime in Germany during the Second World 
War. Millions of other victims also died in the camps or were killed during the 
course of the war.

Frankl wrote over 30 books in his lifetime, all expounding the truths he captured 
in the first two books he wrote soon after his release from the camps. The first was 
the rewriting of the lost manuscript of his book entitled: The Doctor and the Soul, a 
book he hastily wrote just before he was captured and sent to the concentration 
camps. The second, Man’s Search for Meaning, written shortly after the rewriting 
of his first book, not only contains the story of his Holocaust experiences, but also 
captures the essence of all he expounded in his unique school of psychotherapy, 
namely, logotherapy.

Victims of Injustice
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Since its first publication, Man’s Search for Meaning has been read and contin-
ues to be read by millions of people all over the world. The book impacts on the 
reader in a life-changing way. Why? Frankl posed this question himself. Is it that 
people are in fact trying to make sense of their lives and of life itself? There is so 
much hurt and tragedy and disaster in the world and it also finds its way into our 
personal lives. This is where we suffer the most. For indeed, Frankl observed, none 
of us can really claim that we have remained untouched, unhurt and unshaken by the 
tragic facts of life.

�Existential Frustration

Frankl spoke about the tragic triad of human existence: pain, guilt and death. Who 
of us can say that we will never suffer, always get things right and never fail or make 
mistakes? We are all going to die! He also spoke about suffering boredom. There is 
a particular anguish about feeling what he described as an inner state of emptiness. 
A logotherapist, Genrich Krasko (2004), entitled his book: The Unbearable 
Boredom of Being. If nothing much matters, if there seems to be little to really be 
excited about, not much reason for anything, we suffer. There is, as Frankl called it, 
an existential vacuum, a feeling that nothing much matters in life.

�The Call to Come Out of Hiding

But it is in the very face of life’s tragedies and disappointments, pain and hardships, 
its losses, anguish and grief, in the experience of an intolerable feeling of meaning-
lessness that we are most keenly provoked to search for answers. Not only do we 
yearn for a different kind of world but we also seek to live life in a different and 
more fulfilling way. From within the very depths of our being, we experience a 
longing, even a loneliness; something that tells us that we want to be lovingly 
restored to what we feel we were originally given, something we had or could have 
had; something that was given to us as a potential or a promise of what life could 
have been or was meant to be like.

It was something meant to be ours, but that somehow got lost.

�When Meaning Becomes a Mission: The Story of Viktor 
Frankl

A study of the life of Viktor Frankl, someone who had found what we sense we are 
all looking for, holds great meaning for us.
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There is a golden thread of meaning in his life; a destined path that can be traced 
throughout it. All of his life’s experiences, from the most meaningful to the most 
painful, had a shaping influence upon his thinking. It was as if there was a prepara-
tion taking place towards a point of readiness which launched his life into a very 
much more vividly clarified direction.

Viktor Emil Frankl was born in Vienna in 1905 to a devout and morally enlight-
ened Jewish family and died in that same city in September 1997. Between those 
two dates there is a space of life that contains all the struggles, challenges and tri-
umphs of what it means to be human.

It is a story that addresses all of us.

�An Innocent Childhood

In his autobiography, Viktor Frankl: Recollections (1997), published a few months 
before his death, Frankl recalled a few major experiences and events in his life. Two 
of his earliest recollections vividly illustrate what later became the cornerstones of 
his thinking.

He described the first event, when only a 4 year old, as follows: “One evening, 
just before falling asleep, I was startled by the unexpected thought that one day I too 
would have to die. What troubled me then – as it has done throughout my life – was 
not the fear of dying, but the question of whether the transitory nature of life might 
destroy its meaning” (1997: 27). What was the meaning of life if it comes to an end, 
if death, a total end to it, is what inevitably awaits us all?

Little did he know that soon afterwards he would be given an answer to this pain-
ful question in the following and second significant event: “One sunny morning, I 
was awakened. With my eyes still closed, I was flooded by the utterly rapturous 
sense of being guarded, sheltered. When I opened my eyes my father was standing 
there, bending over me and smiling” (1997: 31).

�A Lasting Impression

The impression left with him was that there is meaning in life waiting for us to 
awaken and reach out to and that this meaning is hidden in the very fact of life’s 
transitory nature.

Time does not stretch out endlessly. It passes and it ends. Birth and death enclose 
us within a limited space of time. Time is therefore extremely precious. Every 
moment is a space waiting for us to step into and fill with meaningful content. Time 
asks something from us. We seem called to do something with and about it. Indeed, 
each day, every moment of time, presents us with something to do or someone to 
respond to - something is expected us of us in each and every situation.

A Lasting Impression
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�The Meaning of the Moment

Every situation offers us something unique, comes to us but once and never again. 
The encounter with every such a moment changes us. We do not meet the next 
moment in exactly the same way. We change with time, become more of who we 
will prove to be. Every situation is a chance to show ourselves, to give expression to 
ourselves in ways that all the more define us. “This is so and so. This is what he or 
she is like.”

We make ourselves known in the world.
Do we want to stay in hiding, tucked away in some kind of enclosure of our own 

making, not facing life at all? To be unknown in this way, to have never really lived 
and made our impression on the world or, even worse, to have made a false impres-
sion on the world, leaves us with feelings of sadness and regret. Not to have lived 
our lives, is to not have really existed. We can easily be replaced by another. We will 
not really be missed and will be quickly forgotten. But even more tragic than this 
type of non-existence is to have lived a wasted, even a bad life, to have damaged 
what could have been precious in our lives, to have thrown our lives away. How will 
we be remembered then? Do we want to leave a bad impression, have the way we 
have lived our lives speak against our person? Do we want to be riddled with guilt 
and shame, in a state of humiliation and defeat, with no hope of being saved out of 
it? No one in their right mind would want to leave the kind of legacy that people 
would like to erase from memory!

The truth of the matter is that we want to be missed. We want to be remembered 
with love, admiration and respect.

We want to live a life that matters.
Time is meant for progress. It is not to be wasted or thrown away, but it is meant 

to achieve something of worth. Time indeed waits for no man. We will all come to 
the end of the time allotted to us. Time will go on without us. When our time is up, 
we would want to feel satisfied with the way we have lived our lives. We would want 
to see that we needed to be here and to have done and experienced what we did. Our 
lives had impact. It meant something. It formed a meaningful part of the whole, of 
some bigger picture or story, a story that started long before we were born and that 
will continue its narrative after we have gone, but a story we were part of! We had a 
say in its plot. We were part of history; a history that started with magnificent intent 
and works towards an ordained end: a good and meaningful, a benevolent, and yes, 
a glorious conclusion. It was all very worthwhile!

Death, therefore, gives life its meaning as a once given precious gift of 
opportunity.

Life is for living it in the way it is meant to be lived!
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