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Can you think of a time in life when you were 
actually given permission to NOT know the 
answer? In school when the teacher called on you, 
you were expected to give a clear answer. If you 
didn’t have an answer you were stigmatized; even 
made fun of by peers if your response differed 
from the norm. 
 
So in life too, as we take a stand at the bar, we 
sometimes can feel like there’s an anonymous 
crowd jeering expectations for our life path. Yet 
the resulting anxiety at getting it “right”, at best 
elicits uncertainty and at worst paralysis. We are all 

“promising empty vessels”, but this is hardly comforting. Expectations (and possible disappointment) 
soon trail the boy or girl with “lots of potential”. 
 
What To Do With Your Life 
 
The problem is we can’t always think our way out of not knowing what to do, the right path that leads to 
our perfect job, relationship, etc. It just doesn’t happen that way. 
 
The New York Times article, “Life has Questions. They Have Answers” brings this issue to light. In 
Stanford there is a class (and book) “Designing Your Life”, dedicated to coaching students and 
individuals in facing the intimidating ‘what to do’ question. 
 
Mr. Burnett, one of the teachers of this class, reminds us (as if we needed reminding) of the ubiquitous 
meta-narrative held in society that by 25 (now maybe 27) one should have “figured it out”. [What is this 
“it” and why is figuring or calculating involved?] 

 
He goes on to list reasons many older adults give 
for our ambivalence: millennial laziness, 
widespread failure-to-launch, etc. One thing 
offered in this class isn’t often offered in any other 
school room, job-setting, or family gathering: 
permission to not know. In fact, even going so far 
as to say, “You’re not supposed to have it 
figured out.” 
 
Being told it is okay to not know– now that is new 
in history! 
 
As suggested by Mr. Burnett, “A common 

mistake that people make is to assume that there’s only one right solution or optimal version of 
your life and that if you choose wrong, you’ve blown it.” He finds that idea absurd. “There are lots of 
you. There are lots of right answers.” 
 
Every Path is Right 
 
This reminds me of the movie Mr. Nobody. Early on the protagonist as a little boy has to decide whether 
to go board the train and live with his mother or stay behind to live with his father. Either choice (with 
“Chance” written on the building behind him) would lead him to a possibility of three distinctly different 
lives, with three distinctly different women. 
 
A poignant part of the movie is at the end when the man interviewing Mr. Nobody asks him, 
 

–Man-“Of all those lives, which one is the right one?” 
 
–Mr. Nobody–“Each of these lives is the right one.”  “Every path is the right path. Everything 
could have been anything else, and it would have just as much meaning.” (Tennessee 
Williams) 

 
Another line that re-emphasizes the point: “We cannot go back, that’s why it’s hard to choose. You have 



 

 

to make the right choice. As long as you don’t choose, everything remains possible.” But this stagnation 
from fear of committing in the wrong direction only exacerbates the dilemma. At some point we have to 
make a “Choice”. Come what may. 

 
1.) Ask the Right Question 
 
-To guide discussion Mr. Burnett in his class asks a 
simple but profound question: “When did you 
seem the most animated, the most 
present?” Hmm. This one will make you stop and 
think, as only you can know this. Mr. and Mrs. 

Nosy-pants over there cannot make a suggestion that comes close to what you’ve seen to be true for you. 
 
2.) Say “Yes” 
 
-When an opportunity comes, and you abruptly say “No” to it, you are violating one of the principles 
discussed in his book: being open to “latent wonderfulness”. Make sure you’re saying ‘No’ because of 
self-knowledge and not looking a gift horse in the mouth. Sometimes the Universe sees further down the 
road than we do. 
 
3.) Make 3 Life Plans 
 
-So you thought making one 5-year plan was hard? Well, maybe making three might be easier! 
 
-The book and the class emphasize making 3 “Odyssey Plans” that allow you to imagine and map out 3 
radically different life/career paths. In this way, no longer are you pressured to condense who you are and 
what you want into one narrow avenue; you now have 3 vastly different future potentials! 
 
You Can Make Mistakes 
 
Furthermore, even if your eventual choice doesn’t pan out, don’t despair. “Your whole future and 
happiness aren’t tied to this one plan working out. You can make mistakes. Failure is good.” – Mr. 
Burnett 
 
One of the students at the end of the class admitted he still didn’t know what he wanted to do. “But I’m 
more open to trying something and seeing how it goes. It’s that bias towards action. You can’t think your 
way into your future.” 
 
Give yourself permission to not know the answer. Only then can there be a space for it to come. 
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