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Introduction

In the last three years, I lost my father, uncle and mentor, perhaps the
three most important men in my life. Though I was saddened by their
departure, I accept that death is part of the life cycle and that life is a
series of linear ‘tick-tocs’ towards an inevitable death. I have grown
comfortable with that. I owe this understanding and comfort to my
18-year relationship with my recently departed mentor Dr. Clemmont
Vontress, the father of cross-cultural counseling and an existentialist.
As I mourn his passing, | am reminded that death is a reminder of
our need to make the most of our fragile existence. Frankl reasoned
that accepting death was a natural part of the life cycle and that one
should find meaning in their existence with the finite time they do
have. It is this view which makes a person fundamentally questioned
by life itself. Frankl [1] called this view a “Copernican turn.”

“It is life itself that asks questions of man. It is not up to man to
question; rather he should recognize that he is questioned, questioned
by life; he has to respond by being responsible; and he can answer to
life only by answering for his life.” [2], (p. 62 )

The Copernican turn suggest that humans must be proactive and
intentional in their existence because existence does not stop for them
to question it. Heidegger intimates this sensibility about life with his
view on death arguing that the certainty of death as ‘yet-to-come’
is the thing that is existentially significant rather than the biological
process of death itself. Should we accept human existence from the
perspective that death is inevitable, then existence is essentially
but not simplistically, a constant movement toward it. This is what
Heidegger [3] refers to as ‘Being-towards-death.’

This essay is a personal and philosophical reflection designed to
inform practice with clients facing two distinct existential issues:

1. What are the pillars of living a life full of meaning and purpose?

2.  How does death motivate us to create a life with meaning and
purpose?

When faced with the inevitability of death, it has been my experience
that people tend strip away all the minutia of life and focus on six
things: becoming, experience, meaning, authenticity, forgiveness and
legacy. [ refer to them as pillars of living. I have heard these sentiments
echoed many different ways by many professionals in the medical field
who contend with life and death every day. Over the last few years, I
have given these pillars of living much thought. And as I process my
own father, uncle and mentors’ deaths, I have come to understand
their significance in relation to our fragile existence. Hence, it is from
this view, I can now see for myself, how the minutia of life can cloud
the things that are most important to it, perhaps essential to it. As my

father lay on his death bed, he in particular, had managed to strip
away the minutia from his own life to focus on these six essential
things, as he began to understand the grim inevitability of his own
fate.

Even still, he made it clear; he did not want to die. He was afraid
of death and he said this plainly. In those waning months, at least
our conversations were more insightful. He told me he loved me
constantly. He told me how proud he was that I was becoming a doctor.
He told me to save money and be a good man and husband. He never
called me Andre, just “my son.” I realized how much of the minutia
he was stripping away. The insights one can draw from death can be
powerful and sobering. The remainder of this essay outlines those
insights which are a product of my reflections about my father, uncle
and mentor, their lives life and their deaths and what perhaps matters
most in existence. To that end, I discuss six distinct and wholesomely
existential and interrelated pillars that traverse life from inception
to its’ inevitable end -becoming, experience, meaning, authenticity,
forgiveness and legacy, and what implications they have for mental
health professionals working with clients who almost always face
existential challenges in life. I start my reflections by discussing the
significance of death.

Death

*  “IfItake death into my life, acknowledge it, and face it squarely,
I will free myself from the anxiety of death and the pettiness of
life — and only then will I be free to become myself” [3].

Vontress, Johnson & Epp [4] defines death as the cessation of
experience. In the United States, there is an aversion to dealing with
death to the point of repression [5]. Vontress [4] writes that people
who accept death as part of life are more courageous than those
who deny it. He further writes that without death, life would have
no meaning for it pushes us toward intent, toward intensity, toward
purpose. So, for me, I do not want to process my father, uncle, and
mentor’s deaths from the lens of religion or any other orientation
that threatens to take away any real meaning from the reality of
their passing. I want to deal with their deaths in a manner that is
meaningful, that is empowering and healing and ultimately allows
me to move forward with life in a better and more thoughtful way. I
want to accept their deaths, not as some benevolent or cosmic master
plan with secrets yet to be revealed to me, but as a difficult part of a
symbiotic life cycle that, in truth and by evidence, is and appears to
be ‘thee’ major transition of life.

I can be shocked and saddened by my father, uncles and mentors’
death because that is natural to do when you love others as I have
loved them. Love is this space requires sadness naturally. However,
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I do not want to be confused about their deaths and helpless to
understand that confusion, especially since I choose to carry the
burden of my freedom and desire to create meaning in my own
life. Sartre [6] said, “If man is nothing but that which he makes of
himself,” (p.28) than I must believe that “my freedom is my essence
and my salvation; and I cannot lose it without ceasing to be” [7].
Anything less, and I would be running from who I am, what I believe
and most importantly, any real meaning I can glean from my father,
uncle and mentor’s deaths.

In the face of death, freedom and choice can feel much less abstract.
Elie Wiesel and Viktor Frankl both wrote about their deep and
profound experiences in the face of death. From those experiences,
they gave us some of the most profound insights into the most
meaningful pillars of existence. I find that I would like to do the same
for myself. ‘Being-towards-death’ reminds us that existence, in the
most obvious form, is finite. By default, the inevitable movement
towards death, or as Vontress, Johnson & Epp [4] defines as the
cessation of experience, demands of us that we find meaning in the
finite time we have. Since life, is to be conscious of experience itself,
according to Frankl, life ask the questions and it is not we who ask
questions of life. Hence, how then, do we delineate what is or should
be meaningful? How does one balance all that existentialism seems
to require of us as beings with certain innate capacities that doom us
to be free, to become, and to be responsible for our own lives (Sartre,
1946)[8]?

Becoming

“It is never too late to be who you might have been.” — George
Eliot

As an existentialist, becoming is a matter of embracing the beauty
of existence through continual growth and evolution. Heidegger [3]
argues that becoming is, “as far as we know, the human being is
unfinished, always responsive to its world, and repeatedly carrying
himself forward freshly, until death” (p.65). Vontress [4] writes
that becoming is the ultimate realization of selfhood. In relation to
becoming, what I have learned from their collective losses is that I
am existentialist. There is a power, a certitude in that recognition.

In becoming, people must understand that “...a man is above all
else, mind, consciousness that is, he is a product of history, not of
nature” (Gramsci, 1929, p.13). I attribute much of the way I view
life to a well-balanced respect for old traditions and modern beliefs.
Antonio Gramsci also said, ‘the point of modernity is to live a life
without illusions while not becoming disillusioned,” (1929, p.12).
I think that is essential to any process of change and growth. To
some, it is strange to think one may think of philosophy rather than
spirituality when the death of a loved one happens. Yet, at the epi-
center between the two -philosophy and spirituality, I am not sure I
see a real difference or that there should necessarily need to be.

“Man is condemned to be free” [6], (p.5). They are free to become
that which they choose because they did not create themselves.
Yet still born into existence, they are responsible for everything
they do. In theory, there is an indefatigable truth to this notion.
However, history has shown us that freedom and becoming often
are antithetical. Through the centuries, kingdoms, empires, and
governments have consistently hindered the process of becoming
by creating insufferable conditions in the name of freedom. The
insatiable need for socially constructed rules of living based on
apathetic and selfish ideals that have alienated humans from nature,
insight and modernity. History has also shown how human nature
unchecked has often belittled the value of human life. It has also left
people with nothing more than vague explanations and promises of
an existence beyond what nature has already revealed to us from the
beginning; that with life comes death and with death and there is
much about the fragile nature of life to hold precious.

Some of the worst canons of interpersonal living - meaning they have
turned freedom into something much less inalienable - have been
isms like: racism; sexism; and classism. Becoming is quite difficult
under these circumstances. For instances, racism, or the belief in the
superiority of another human being over another based on genetic
expression, has been canonized in biblical references and other
sacred documents that remain the bedrocks of both traditional and
modern civilizations. How can a black person be free to become that
which they feel compelled to be when America’s constitution deems
them 3/5 human or per the 13th amendment, a slave should they
be incarcerated for any reason ? How can black people be free to
become when the Book of Mormon canonizes the notion that they
have been cursed by nature ? In the name of religion or racism,
maybe half the worlds’ population, past and present, have lived and
died with the burden of these misguided canons simply because some
humans have darker skin than others.

Psychologically, human’s innate sense of their inalienable freedom
has been tainted so deeply by these socially constructed canons of
living that many descendants of Africa are in conflict with their own
psyche and sense of identity, stalling their own ability to become. The
anguish of dealing with a ‘double consciousness,’ is quite a vexing
existential crisis for African descendants in America and Africa. In
America, Dubois argued (1969) of African Americans, "One ever
feels his two-ness, an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts,
two irreconcilable strivings." (pg. 45). In other words, one could argue
as I do here, that racism has aggravated humanity’s progress toward
becoming, finding meaning in life, peace and prosperity. There is no
better example of this than the tragedy of Black Wallstreet. Worst,
it has rendered the notion that “simply being human” is inadequate.

All these thoughts are at the heart of my current state of self-
examination as [ attempt to become something more than my
conventional circumstances suggest. My mentors’ death brought me
to a sort of existential crossroad. Would I lean on the religion and
faith of my education, family and culture, which says to take refuge
in God’s promise of eternal after life and peace, or do I lean on more
existential principles, that death is a part of life and we cannot know
what happens after death? What real meaning do those things give
me? All this to say in relation to becoming and in good conscious,
I find it exceptionally difficult, as an existentialist, would say, to be
authentic, by leaning on traditions of religion and even my Haitian
culture to help me find meaning about my father’s and uncles’ death.

Philosophers such as Soren Kierkegaard (1843/1989 )[9] and
Paul Tillich [10] noted that the conceptual and the finite are not
the ultimate problems, but infinity or the ‘groundlessness of being’
are. This reminds me of an argument posed by Gramsci that I say,
somewhat acutely defines how I view and feel about the slippery
slope of becoming and meaning making in life. He argues,

*  “Common sense is not something rigid and stationary, but
is in continuous transformation, becoming enriched with
scientific notions and philosophical opinions that have entered
into common circulation.” Common sense' is the folklore of
philosophy and always stands midway between folklore proper
(folklore as it is normally understood) and the philosophy,
science, and economics of the scientists. Common sense creates
the folklore of the future, a relatively rigidified phase of popular
knowledge in a given time and place” (Gramsci, 1984, 420-21)

However, even in my evolution as an existentialist, I am not
guaranteed total clarity or some immediate form of efficacy in this
realization. Vontress never said thatbecoming was easy, rather it should
be inevitable and we should be open to the process. As he explained
to me once upon a time over lunch, one of his instances of becoming.
He remarked about his own evolution of viewing culture as somewhat
of a static dynamic from which people define themselves to an
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existential one where that endows humanity with the tools to create
meaning and value in their lives no matter their circumstances.

As a working definition, Vontress explained to me that becoming
from the view of existentialism is concerned with the exploration and
understanding of a person’s orientation to the world, to themselves,
and what it means to be alive. And in that understanding there is
always more to be uncovered. Yet, existentialisms’ rich heritage
of examining the meaning of life has also provided some broad
latitude of interpretation. For example, European existential thought
like those of Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, emphasized ‘the mystery
of being’ (Burston & Frie, 2006). This perspective focused on the
struggle and adventure of a meaningful existence. On the other hand,
Eastern existential thought like Buddhism and Taoism, emphasize the
‘harmony’ of being,’ or the acceptance and equanimity of meaningful
existence (Schneider & Tong, 2009). Hence, becoming is a long and
difficult process of self-knowledge, courage and authenticity.

Experience

Death is a cessation of experience and life is an awareness of
experience. The self emerges through experience [11, Sartre, 1956).
My experiences have taught me a great deal about existence. Perhaps
the most significant contributor to experience is culture. Edward
Sapir [12], argues that, "the true locus of culture is in the interactions
of specific individuals" and "in the world of meanings which each
one of these individuals may unconsciously abstract for himself
from his participation in these interactions" (p.515). This observation
explicates the cosmic connection between culture, experience and
meaning making. Following this logic, culture becomes, at the very
least, the obvious canvass from which one can choose to examine
our lives.

Dewey [13] writes about the existential nature of experience while
emphasizing the impact of culture saying,

e “Experience is not a rigid and closed thing; it is alive and
therefore grows. When dominated by past, custom, routine,
it often opposes what is reasonable, what is thought. But
experience also includes reflection, which frees us from the
surrounding influence of the senses, the appetites, the tradition.
Thus, it becomes able to accept and assimilate everything that
the most exacting and penetrating thought discovers.” [13] (p.
199) .

Experience in relation to culture implies meaning must have
context. In philosophical terms, this is referred to historicity.
Historicity or as some call it, historical consciousness, is the historical
awareness that recognizes the whole range of time orientation.
Further, it recognizes the forms of human awareness of being and
becoming in time. Wilhelm Dilthey (1911) explains that historicity
identifies human beings as unique and concrete historical beings. For
Binswanger [14], specifically, he argued that meaning was derived
from a person’s experiences of fundamentally immersing themselves
into a world of human relating. By immersing oneself into the world,
that also includes the immersion of temporal relatedness that gives
way to establishing an historical awareness of being. According
to Binswanger [14], experiences are drawn from the world within
three interrelated domains of existence comprising the Umwelt
(or physical dimension), the Mitwelt (or social dimension), the
Eigenwelt (or psychological or inner dimension). Later, Emmy van
Deurzen-Smith (1988) added another dimension — the Uberwelt (or
spiritual dimension) to account for the spiritual dimension that many
existential philosophers, including Jaspers, Heidegger, Tillich, Buber
and Marcel often opined.

Perhaps the most utilized approach in existentialism, phenomenology
is literally the sustained study of experiences “the things themselves”
without metaphysical and theoretical speculations [15]. In
phenomenology, there is a distinction about the meaning drawn from

different experiences. Experiences are essential to existence yet
they are vastly different in their degree of meaningfulness to a
person. Experience culminates both appearance and essence, or
rather between the ordinary things within our experiences and what
experiences ground and guide experience [16]. Both are experienced,
yet appearances are mundane and typically without substance while
essences are those experiences people have that ground them and
give them a sense of direction, meaning and value to their lives.
Sartre (1927) most known for his argument that existence precedes
essence, explained that the central concern for a person is that they
are in fact, unique beings—independently acting and responsible,
and conscious ("existence"). They are not merely labels, categories, a
series of demographic data they neatly fit into ("essence"). The actual
life of a person is what constitutes their "true essence [17].

Historicity and culture outline experience, create facticity and
fuels meaning making. Thus, it is up to each of us to discern what
is meaningful from our experiences and how those experiences give
us meaning. For me, I had several meaningful experiences with my
father, my uncle and my mentor. In reflection, I differ from
Aristotle’s understanding of essence as something in-itself, which
cannot be otherwise. I think what is in-itself (essence) depends on
the relative experiences (existence), of the person, hence, it is always
otherwise. This understanding of the dynamic between essence and
existence is the undercurrent of becoming and because this is so,
essence and existence are symbiotic. For the person to become, they
must learn from both.

Hence, those experiences, perceived as an essence or rather, an
essentiality to my existence, has anchored my way of thinking
about existence in between the vast spectrum of existence and the
inevitability of death. Perhaps most notable of these experiences for
me was Vontress’ wise words to me about placing an emphasis on
creating harmony in my existence by understanding not only that
death is a part of life, but becoming always gives one a chance to
create or recreate a purposeful existence. He also said creating and
sustaining harmony and rapport among ones’ mitwelt, eigenwelt and
umwelt is the key to having the most fulfilling experiences. We must
respect people, nature and ourselves to make the most of experience,
to clear the pathway to authenticity, meaning and legacy building. In
other words, we must establish respect, harmony and rapport across
all dimensions of existence [4].

Meaning

Perhaps the most central issue facing me in light of the deaths of
my father, uncle and mentor is, what should their deaths mean to me?
To be sad or remorseful and such is not enough. Frankl argued that
living for any period of life, without there being a sense of meaning,
produces an existential crisis or “existential vacuum” (Frankl 1963,
p- 1671), or a life without much meaning. To that end, Frankl’s form
of therapy focused on the discovery of meaning(s) and orienting
patients toward the future. Troubled by Freud’s’ insistence of the
libido as a primary motivation for existence, Frankl often contrasted
his “Logo Therapy’s” primary motivation, the “will to meaning”,
with the psychodynamics of Freud’s “will to pleasure” and Adler’s
“will to power” (Frankl, 1963, p. 154; 1988, VII f).

Vontress, like Frankl saw the goal of his therapy was to enlighten
the patient on his or her conditions in life in order to work toward
a “meaningful existence” (Frankl, 1987). In order to do so, Yalom
(1980) argued that people must contend with the ‘givens of existence’
that lie deep in their conscious and are intrinsic properties inescapable
from the human experience. For Yalom, humans seek meaning by the
nature of their design and that freedom, death, aloneness, and the
challenge for meaning in a meaningless universe were unavoidable.
One of Dr. Vontress’ most significant points about existentialism
was, it is more than an orientation a therapist chooses to practice,
but rather,
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the way he or she chooses to live their life. Merleau-Ponty (1962)
once wrote, “we are condemned to meaning” (p.xxii). So being an
existentialist as I have come to view myself, means I cannot permit
receiving someone else’s version of meaning but choosing how I find
my own meaning, especially in such intimate matters like my father,
uncle and mentor’s deaths.

Many people find meaning in the death of their loved ones through
religion. My Haitian culture is no different. Though existentialism
has endured a bad reputation for being pre-occupied with death and
despair, ironically, so has religion over the centuries (e.g., Northern
Crusades, Albigensian Crusade, The Christendom Crusades, the
Thirty years War). Kurt Vonnegut (1969) points out in his work,
The Slaughterhouse- Five, humans in general, find comfort in
believing that there is a greater meaning to everything though that
is not necessarily life. In an almost insatiable way, people continue
the search for meaning beyond the value of their own existence. In
fairness, it is not necessarily prudent to make leaps about the impact
that certain ‘isms’ have had on the overall human condition; but one
cannot argue that many have used these isms as well as sacred texts
like the Bible, Koran or Torah to justify the degradation of human life
and the human spirit.

In particular, Yalom explained that death was a core existential
conflict. It was the tension between the awareness of the inevitability
of death and the wish to continue to be. From his famous lecture,
Existentialism is a Humanism, Sartre (1946) argues “man, first-of-
all, exists, encounters himself, surges up in the world — and defines
himself afterwards"(p.70). This notion becomes ever more significant
when attached to the inevitability of death for it sets in motion a
finite amount of time where one can cultivate meaning out of their
existence.

From this view, meaning comes from the periodic reflection or
introspection one undertakes of their own life experiences. Meaning
is derived from the insight gained about the essences of ones’
cumulative life experiences. The matter of reflection or introspection
in relation to meaning making is an important one. E. Stein (1989)
writes, “when we empathically run into ranges of values closed
to us, we become conscious of our own deficiencies or disvalues.
Every comprehension of different persons can become the basis of
an understanding of values” (p. 118). This comprehension augments
are empathetic aptitude. Empathy, E. Stein argues along with self-
knowledge is, an “important aid to self-evaluation” (Ibid). It is also
a powerful antecedent of self-awareness: that which gives people
the capacities to make meaning out of a world of boundless freedom
and an existence that may or may not have a living God. According
to Nietzsche (1844-1900), God was dead or rather, that for some
people, there were a loss of collective faith in religion and traditional
morality which in turn created existential crisis [18] for most. Hence,
it seems to me that regardless of religion, it is incumbent upon each
person, in the absence of an ultimate guider, to find meaning in life
for themselves.

In existentialism, essence is the summary of one’s life experiences
that ground them and give them a sense of direction, purpose and
value [19]. This reflective/introspective process must account for
historicity, culture, freedom, self-knowledge and courage to be
authentic meaning. Hence, to answer the question, “what meaning
does the essence of my experiences with my father, uncle and
mentors’ life bring me? Or, a more practical inquiry, what meaning
did their myriad talks, life lessons and mere presence teach me? To
pursue these answers in isolation of the aforementioned existential
themes, or in the abstract comfort of religious proverbs, or without
considerations of my Haitian culture and Black history would have
been misguided, inauthentic and ultimately meaningless.

Martin Heidegger has argued that authentic existence (as in the face
of death) is an utterly individualized experience one cannot share

with others. So is the pursuit of meaning. Moreover, Binswanger
view that meaning is derived from a person fundamentally immersing
themselves in a world of human relating cannot be taken lightly
either. Afterall, I am reflecting upon the interpersonal connection of
my father, uncle and mentor and their impact on my life or rather,
my mitwelt and eigenwelt. Drawing on Heidegger’s (1962) notion of
being-in-the-world, Binswanger examined his patient’s experiential
worlds of meaning and verstehen (understanding), which he referred
to as “world-designs.” This view is vastly different from Kierkegaard
and Nietzsche who reasoned that individual interests and communal
interests are antagonistic by nature (Burston & Frie, 2006). At times
perhaps, but not by nature. In fact, these interests must convalesce in
order to create real meaning, thus what would be the value of culture
or Binswanger’s domains of existence, if that were not the case? I
feel that Binswanger had the right idea. His relational and collective
notions of existence made me feel that it was altogether possible
to pull from what I knew, what my senses suggested to me, what
experiences I could reflect on, and what existential questions I could
reason with in order to find real meaning in their deaths.

As 1 think about my father and what I could derive from his life
to make mines more meaningful, I recalled his intelligence, his
sternness, his protective nature, his resilience and manliness. My
father was a well-read man who could talk about almost any subject.
I recall reading an excerpt about a layman who ran into Thomas
Jefferson en route to some place and they spoke for hours. He said
after his encounter with Mr. Jefferson that when you spoke with him
on any subject, you would have thought he was in fact, a master
of that subject. Should a person mention engineering, medicine,
agriculture or politics with him; Mr. Jefferson could speak as if he
were that.

As I listened to my siblings and uncles and aunts talk about my dad
and his time as a math professor back in Haiti, I realized that perhaps
he too made people feel the way Jefferson made people feel. Perhaps
that was stretching it a bit but a new and fresh pride had grabbed a
hold of me. I smiled at the reverie. Was my father that intellectually
ambidextrous? I could not be sure but, it certainly made me feel
smart and proud. After all, it was my dad who taught me how to tie
my shoes, to do math, and appreciate reading and creative writing.
He was the one who helped me understand that Creole was not
French and that I needed to learn both to be really understand what it
meant to be Haitian. That was the essence of my experiences, and the
meaning | draw from my time with my dad. The memories as well
as the fresh stories about his passion for education and his intellect
certainly made me feel more authentic in my being and aligned with
my present academic pursuits.

Authenticity

Authenticity is a central concept in existentialism. Authenticity
is originally a Greek word authentes. It means “one who act with
authority” or “what is done by one’s own hand” [20], (41). One’s
ability to recognize their existence as inevitably ‘being-towards-
death,” should persuade one to live a more authentic existence. Yet,
for most of people, this is not the case. As my father slowly pass
from this life, I felt his pushed toward it as he removed the ego and
pride that once governed all his whims. It became clear to me that the
burden of living in bad faith, as Sartre (1996) noted, overwhelmed
him. As death came for him, it became much easier for my father to
recognize and admit to his own fallibilities and failures in life. He
was sorry for not being the best husband and father he could be. The
regret of time wasted was etched in his face. He communicated this
often, desiring more than anything for his family’s forgiveness and
time in his final moments.

Authenticity relates to two important concepts, freedom and
facticity. Freedom, from the existentialist view, is the reality that
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one’s life is boundless with possibilities to create and recreate
themselves into whatever they see fit. In relation to authenticity, it is
the idea that one has to "create oneself" and live in accordance with
this self. As I said, this is very difficult for most people for they often
desire acceptance more than genuineness. What Sartre called “bad
faith,” Heidegger “inauthenticity,” and Jaspers “life in a shell”, each
articulates a type interference that canopies us from one’s ability to
be authentic. To live authentically, one should always act as oneself
despite any external forces or pressure. However, the push and pull
of society often makes living authentically quite difficult. The most
authentic person I have ever met was my mentor, Dr. Vontress. He
lived by very clear principles and standards. He had the courage
to be himself and I admired this about him very much. He often
told me that courage and self-knowledge were keys to living an
authentic existence. One can always be more than what the world,
their parents, their fears say they are or can be. For Vontress, born in
1929 to sharecroppers, in a time of Jim Crow, became a renowned
existentialist and the “Father of Cross-Cultural Counseling.” He was
most certainly more than a product of his own facticity.

Facticity is a constraint and a condition of freedom. Facticity is
defined by Sartre in his work Being and Nothingness (1943) as the
in-itself, which describes the modalities of being and not being. This
can be more easily understood in the common saying that “one is
a product of their environment.” However, and more importantly,
facticity also implies that one is and can always be more than their
past, their environment, or their circumstances. That is what freedom
in existentialism truly means. One the other hand, a denial of one's
concrete past constitutes an inauthentic living. Hence, facticity, in
relation to authenticity, involves acting on one's actual values when
choosing their path or creating meaning in their life rather than
“choosing randomly” as Kierkegaard's Aesthete [21] suggest. It
also involves trust in oneself and courage [4]. My experiences have
been that too few people evolve past their aesthetic thus they rarely
truly trust in themselves and display the courage to live by their own
dictates [22].

Living authentically has significant implications for mental
health. To be authentic, it requires a constant self-examination
of meaning, freedom and personal accountability [4]. People who
only define themselves or other people based on topical identity
factors like class, religion, race, and nationality, or the facticity
factors like childhood experiences and subconscious motives only,
set themselves up for inauthentic living. These factors are merely
illusive and spurious and distracts people from recognizing their
own fragility. In existentialism, life is always about moving forward.
Being authentic is accepting this premise by ensuring that each step
one places in front of the other is one that is intentional, ethical and
with purpose. These are relatable life principles to me. They allow
me to trust myself and the decisions I make. Unlike my mentor, I’'m
not sure if my father allowed himself the benefit of truly engaging
these principles in his life. On his death bed, I witnessed the misery
it caused him in the end.

Forgiveness

Forgiveness is a multi-dimensional concept that many disciplines
like political science, theology, anthropology, psychology, philosophy,
and sociology has researched extensively [23]. Yet, despite the fact
that the social sciences have shown more interest in the elements
of forgiveness, there is no consensus on “what forgiveness is and
what processes facilitate or impede the ability to forgive” [24] (p. 2)
. Forgiveness is a fundamental Segway to happiness; and like other
affirmative emotions such as hope, compassion, and appreciation, is
a natural expression of our humanity. Since true forgiveness requires
the consideration of the offense committed along with hurt, pain and
shame attached to it, forgiveness is a capacity based on virtue and
strength of character [25, 26].

According to Nietzsche (1876/1997),

“In the case of the smallest or of the greatest happiness ... it is
always the same thing that makes happiness happiness: the ability
to forget or, expressed in more scholarly fashion, the capacity to feel
unhistorically during its duration” (p. 62).

In our ability to always respond to the world, one can become
anything they desire, but first they must show to themselves and
others an authentic ability to find peace with the unjustness of the
world. Wade, Worthington, and Meyer [26] argue that "true" and
"appropriate" forgiveness includes the ability be realistic about the
offender and the offense committed and to consider the person behind
the offense and acknowledging the nature of the incident holistically
(i.e., good and bad. That is, the capacity to generate positive feelings
such as compassion or empathy from within underpin our ability
to forgive. This is why the virtue of forgiveness is central to being,
harmony and interpersonal living. Forgiveness is a part of many
world religions, including Christianity, Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam,
and Judaism [27] as Forgiveness requires a “willingness to abandon
one’s right to resentment, negative judgment, and indifferent
behavior” [24], (p. 3).

The significance of forgiveness in existentialism is that it echoes
the same foundational principles about freedom and choice. It is also
necessary to unimpeded the process of becoming. Forgiveness is
not something one must due. It is an active, conscious decision that
when done authentically, forces one to engage their capacities both
innate and condition, for enlightened reasoning. Further, forgiveness
emotionally releases some unjust experience that causes discomfort
and conflict with ones’ relational world. Forgiveness mitigates the
suffering we feel about difficult situations. Forgiving is not forgetting
but putting the essence of a negative experience in a place that does
not marginalize one’s ability to become. In existential theory, we are
always becoming something and forgiveness allows us the ability to
clear our life paths to becoming more than what our past says we
should be. There are three types of forgiveness one must engage to
truly benefit from it. The first for is interpersonal forgiveness for an
offense against you. The second is intra-personal forgiving yourself
for not living up to your own values or principles. Finally, the third
form of forgiveness is existential. It is the ability to forgive that which
is unfortunate yet out of one’s control. It is the type of forgiveness
one may experience when they lose their home to natural disasters or
a random act of violence [28] .

When a person feels they have been wronged, forgiveness, requires
them to acknowledge the pain of the wrongdoing; to count the cost
of the offending actions, and then to take up the “last of the human
freedoms; to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances,
to choose one’s own way” [29]. In “The Sickness unto Death,”
Kierkegaard explains that the question of forgiveness as it relates
to God is, is God capable of forgiving all? His quest to answer
this profound question came as a result of his work examining the
different forms of despair that accompany an inability to forgive. In
this regard, Kierkegaard explains that forgiveness is love and God is
free to love and forgive despite objection and reason.

The final conclusion to “The Sickness unto Death” is that there is
nothing God cannot forgive. I mention this story because is illustrates
to me, that in order to become what I intend in life, whatever that
may be, then there is nothing in this earthly place that can limit that
possibility except my choices. In addition, if I choose not to forgive
than I must accept the possibility that I am limiting my own ability
to become. For a lack of forgiveness, or inability to forgive keeps us
bound by the very hurt and injustice we seek to get away from. As
I watched my father slowly leave this earth, he sought forgiveness
from my mother for his failures as a father and husband. Without
hesitation, I watched her hold his hand and tell him she forgave him.
It was one of the few moments he managed a smile.
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Legacy

“Death comes to all, but great achievements build a monument
which shall endure until the sun grows cold.” (Emerson, 19XX)

Often when you think about legacy, it’s something that is left behind
after a person has passed. However, like existentialism, legacy is at
the core of not only meaning but lies at the core of human existence.
The process of establishing, giving and receiving of legacies is central
to human existence. What it means to be human in relation to legacy
include the entire spectrum of human emotions including: hope, love,
connection, regret, anxiety, fear, dread, jealousy, bitterness, rage,
purposelessness, accomplishment, pride, contentment, joy, gratitude,
and humility. All the attributes that have been aforementioned lead
inevitably to establishing legacy.

The death of my father, uncle and mentor has shown me the
importance of living to establish a legacy. It is certainly more
than merely sharing what one has learned, accomplished, and
acquired. Material possessions matter but it is only a small fraction
of what legacy is all about. Norman Cousins [30] wrote of legacy
in a provocative piece that captures the personal, altruistic and
generational nature of it. I share a few excerpts that are quite salient
in relation to legacy. He writes,

“What is the eternal and ultimate problem of a free society?

It is the problem of the individual who thinks that one man cannot
possibly make a difference in the destiny of that society.

It is the problem of the individual who doesn't really understand the
nature of a free society or what is required to make it work.

It is the problem of the individual who has no comprehension of the
multiplying power of single but sovereign units....”

On his death bed, my father, talked incessantly about his children
and their accomplishments. I could see the pride in his fading eyes
that I would soon become a doctor. He knew he would not live to
see the day I graduated, but he knew. And I knew that made him
proud because he could attach himself to my accomplishments. I was
proud of that too. Though we had our differences, part of his legacy
would always be how much he drilled the importance of education
into my mind. As for my mentor, he was more of a living legacy. His
impending death was something he did not fear or runaway from. He
was comfortable in knowing what he had accomplished in life and he
also knew he had atoned for certain failures in his life as well.

And then there was my uncle, the funniest, most family oriented
and selfless man I have ever known. He was my blood and that made
me proud just to know that. His legacy is not only having two lovely
and successful daughters but he will always be remembered as a man
who dedicated himself to his work, his family. He would always be
remembered for his generosity, patience, style and sense of humor. I
think this is what Cousins meant in his poem when he wrote about
individuals who have a comprehension of the multiplying power
of single but sovereign units. For me, in particular, my ideas of
an ideal family, how to be a head of a family will be forever set
by him. I remember when I would visit him from time to time as
he suffered from the same affliction that killed my father, he told
me that he regretted his lack of life balance. He worked too hard
because he had always reasoned that he would live his best life in
retirement. Unfortunately, illness robbed him that dream. Yet his had
no real regrets. His story reminds me of one of Camus [31] absurdist
philosophies, the Myth of Sisyphus.

In the story, Sisyphus was punished by the gods. As a punishment,
he was tasked with rolling a boulder up a hill for the rest of his
days. He would painstakingly roll a large boulder up a steep hill
repeatedly, only to watch it roll all the way back down. According to
Camus [31], Sisyphus task were akin to the tasks people face daily
in their lives. People are tasked with boulders of their own each day
be it work, school, chores or caring for family members and every

day of our lives, we repeat these tasks in a world that is meaningless
and cares little for our burdens. Camus reasons it is ultimately absurd.

However, that is not the end of the story. As presented, one would
think it absurd and negative. Yet, the question is ultimately about
Sisyphus and his perception of his daily burden. After all, who
would choose to live a Sisyphean tragedy? According to Camus,
the solution is to “imagine Sisyphus happy.” Thus, if we look at
Sisyphus, not as the victim of a tragic fate, rather as a man who enjoys
his work, despite his absurd existence; then, perhaps this is not such
a negative outlook on our existence or potential lack of meaning.
Essentially, we create meaning through our own experiences and our
interpretations of them. My uncle, one of the funniest men I ever
knew was Sisyphus. Listening to those who knew him and loved
him at his funeral evidenced this to a great degree. I felt proud and
humbled to know how much joy he got out of living for his family
and coworkers. It taught me that happiness is not something yet to
come but should be sought in the present as we live our daily lives of
meaning and purpose.

Existentialism is many things. It is about the present, meaning
and purpose. It is about authenticity and self-knowledge. These are
all the ingredients that make up legacy. Hence, legacy is about life
and living. It's about learning from the past, living in the present,
and building for the future. Legacy is not singular but holistic. It is
something that is fundamentally altruistic. It is an offering of oneself,
whether it be for children, a partner, or society, it is about making
a meaningful and lasting contribution to something greater than
yourself, like my uncle did, like my mentor did. Hence, the central
requirements of a legacy are that one embraces their uniqueness and
passionately immerse themselves into the world to ensure that your
life will better the lives of others beyond your time on earth.

Implications for existential counseling

This section feels unusual for this type of article. Yet, I realize that
so many people have seemingly lost a sense of purpose and meaning
in their lives since the COVID-19 pandemic started. In my work as a
therapist, many of my patients suffer from a great deal of existential
anxiety, and some existential crisis. In existential therapy, meaning
is perhaps the most significant theme. In order to help patients,
establish meaning in their lives, the existential therapist adopts a
non-judgmental attitude and seeks to explore the patient’s worlds,
rather than imposing his or her theory onto the patient’s experience.
This includes core ideas of existence like religion, spirituality, life
and most disconcerting, death. Death and loss have been central
issues during the COVID-19 pandemic and one that has brought into
perspective the fragility of life.

Hence, the implications for counseling revolves around life, death
and the fragility of existence. People from all walks of life cannot
escape these features of existence and the pandemic, particularly
those of us who have survived it, should take a moment to understand
for themselves what are the most important things in the life. For
death pushes us to consider what I feel are central pillars of existence
including becoming, experience, meaning, authenticity, forgiveness
and legacy. As an existential therapist who has experienced the
death of such beloved family and friends over the last few years, the
most significant lesson I take from these experiences are that while
life filled with many possibilities, what matters most is that people
focus on a select few in order to create a worthwhile existence. The
inevitability of death, the evolution of becoming, the rhythm of
meaning, the consistency of authenticity, the empathetic courage of
forgiveness and the power of legacy, all fulfill the requirements of a
worthwhile existence.

Moreover, these attributes are keenly poignant in the moments
leading to death. Hence, they should also be the attributes that we
seek to fulfill when youth and possibilities seem infinite. People
are fallible and will waste some time during their lives engaging
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in things that only merit immediate gratification. This is true of all of
us and perhaps what makes us most human but as an existentialist, |
see it as my responsibility to help people engage these attributes to
the fullest extent possible. Those who do, will find happiness as a
by-product of those efforts, those who do not, more often than not,
will think of these things incessantly, when death reaches their door.
In therapy, we must highlight for our patient’s the serene relationship
to the basic conditions of life, such as death because it leads them to
a freer, more open and well-rooted life.

Competing Interests: The author declares no competing
interests.
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