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THE SEARCH FOR MEANING
David Barnes, who works with young people, helping them to find their spirituality, shares his own search for meaning. He found that ‘giving’ brings meaning to life. The community living movement is underpinned by the belief that people with disabilities, like all of us, are givers as well as receivers. 
When I was a kid I had dreams. I wanted to be superman, then Elvis Presley. As I grew older I wanted to be a sporting star. At the age of fifteen, after a near death experience, I had new heroes. They were Mother Teresa, Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jnr. These heroes were people who seemed to have an understanding of something important in life. Then, in less than what seemed a heartbeat, I was twenty-five. I seemed to simply go through the motions of life. Complacency seemed to be laying its foundations around my life and soul. 

It is claimed that life on earth has existed for about five billion years, and humans live for about eighty years or less. I couldn’t get these thoughts out of my mind: These are our few precious moments; what are we meant to do with them?  How do we find purpose in life? With these burning questions, I set out for India, to ask them of a woman in Calcutta. She was the only one of my three heroes still living – Mother Teresa. 

Dreams do come true and I met Mother Teresa. The immediacy of her presence filled the air yet she seemed so small. Her face was deeply wrinkled, as though suffering and understanding had been etched there. The meeting was, for me, the culmination of a life of dreaming and searching. I now had my chance to find out how she found happiness and meaning in life. With Mother Teresa seated beside me on a simple timber bench, I began: ‘What are we here on earth for? What are the most important things in life? What would give it meaning?’ 

After some time, and as though she knew how deeply I was searching, Mother Teresa gave me a matter-of-fact look, and with a heavy accent, said: ‘To have peace and happiness, you have to give.’ It was as if the sun had appeared from behind a cloud. I knew these were the words. Mother Theresa continued. Although I was very tired, my head and chest were pounding, demanding me to listen. And then she said, ‘You must have silence.’  Silence? It was almost too easy. It was so accessible and universal. Joy filtered into me. In a few simple words, Mother had paraphrased the common themes of the great spiritual thinkers and doers – silence and giving.

While in Calcutta I worked as a volunteer with Mother Teresa’s Missionaries of Charity Sisters and Brothers. I worked at a refuge for street kids and for people who were severely disabled, many of whom had been abandoned. I went to the countryside with the Sisters, taking food and medical supplies. I also spent time at a Leprosarium. Finally, I began working at Khaligat, a home for dying and destitute people. Mother Teresa established Khaligat after she stumbled over a dying woman on a street. Mother carried her to a hospital but they refused to accept the woman as a patient and, on the way to another hospital, the woman died in her arms. 

Inside the walls of Khaligat was like walking into another world – a world full of all the worst suffering. The Sisters, aprons around their saris, selflessly went about their work, tending to wounds, comforting people, bathing them, feeding them.   How did they do it? How could I find such meaning, purpose, peace and happiness? One day, as I stood in my dirty apron, I glanced through a curtain and saw the dead body of someone being carried in from the street. Instantly I was aware of my own mortality. My mind jolted back to my world. I pondered that in Australia at that very moment it was Friday evening. It would have been happy-hour at the city bars of Sydney and many of my friends would be there. 

But Calcutta was a long way from Sydney and my work at Khaligat was harsh and tiring. My learning curve was steep. I had to learn by doing. I soon realised that the only protocol here, was to love. As I worked on, I found my feet and could feel myself coming alive. The awareness of silence and giving was not my journey’s end but just the beginning. All the great ones in history, including Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jnr, Buddha, many philosophers and prophets, were givers. They served others. My great learning from those that I knew, or had read about, was that they all gave of themselves in some way.  They also had periods of silence – going off alone for quiet time, to contemplate. I realised that silence fills us up. It costs nothing to be still. Silence helps us to be responsible for our own world. Silence restores us spiritually, and allows us to keep giving – to give to others, and to give to ourselves. (
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