
Stop Dreaming and Start Doing
Five ways to free your heart and find your purpose



Pat Thompson has been exploring vocation and civic renewal as a Metcalf Foundation Innovation Fellow, a Visiting 
Scholar at Massey College and Senior Advisor at the Atkinson Foundation. I had the privilege of interviewing her about 
doing the work we as human beings were put here to do. She began with a quote from Frederick Buechner. 
!
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We are all searching for purpose and passion. But Pat was adamant that just knowing our purpose and passion would 
not be enough. “Only when I can connect my passion, my purpose and my sense of what is really most important to 
me with the world’s great hunger will I be able to have an appreciation of what my work in the world is about. 
“It’s not just about feeling happy or content that I’m doing something I like to do. If you follow Buechner’s train of 
thought you come to realize that our work at the end of the day is really not about me. 
“The world’s deep hunger is usually attached to a particular problem that is calling out for a solution. It’s only in that 
engagement with these problems and solutions that we really do feel deeply glad at the end of the day to be working.” 
This conversation with Pat changed my life. I remember thinking about it for days on end. But I wasn’t sure what to do 
with it. Until I realized she had given me the answer in a metaphor from Parker Palmer and it has changed how I 
thought about finding my purpose and vocation. 
“Parker would say that our sense of vocation is a lot like a wild animal. It will scatter the second we are in pursuit of it. 
But if you sit down quietly and just wait and not be in any way predatory, it will quietly come out of its hiding place and 
present itself to you. We talk about being afraid of it. But I think we can create conditions that scare it away from us.” 
We live in a world of unending stimulation and interruption. Our phones buzz. Alarms go off. Emails pile up. Every 
minute, more Facebook posts are being missed! But what's really being missed is our purpose as it reaches out to us. 
It’s easy to forget about the power of just sitting alone with your thoughts and no interruptions. I started with just ten 
minutes a day. They are now the best ten minutes I spend every day. They leave me feeling refreshed, less stressed 
and better able to focus on what really matters. And to Pat’s credit, I am much closer to knowing both my purpose 
and my vocation to meet the world’s great hunger.
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This book changed how I 
think about and approach 
meditation. Fully Present by 
Smalley and Winston.

“Vocation is the place where your deep gladness meets the world’s great hunger.” 



We all have an unfinished To Do list somewhere. I have hundreds of them. They are in my calendars, books and 
countless computer programs. And they all have a ridiculous number of items that are anything but checked off. 
That’s because almost all of these To Do items are written as projects, not tasks. 
• “Finish the website” 
• “Redesign my newsletter” 
• “Launch my new business idea” 
A project contains a series of tasks. If there is no single thing you can do to complete a To Do item, then it is most 
likely a project and not a task. The three examples above are good examples of projects. They require a large chunk 
of time and come with all kinds of questions that have to be answered. So we skip them and they hang around 
clogging up our To Do lists until we abandon the list in frustration. 
A task is easy to accomplish. I define a task as “the smallest next step on a project.” 
Here are some examples of tasks: 
• “Call my designer and give her feedback on the website mockups she sent me” 
• “Email Dave and ask what program he uses to send his newsletters” 
• “Purchase the domain name kickassphotography.com” 
When we fill our To Do list with too many projects, it becomes ungainly and depressing to look at. Fill it with tasks and 
every day can be an awesome day of checking items off! 
If you still aren’t sure if something is a project or task, take each item on your list and ask yourself this question for 
each: “What is the smallest accomplishable next step for this item?” If it’s different from what you had written down, 
then you had a project. Replace what you had with the smallest accomplishable next step.  
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“Chew this stick for a few minutes” 
is a great task!



There is nothing easier than listing all our weaknesses. I even feel a sense of glee in trying to get them all down fast 
enough. Here are just a few of mine: procrastinator, disorganized, no follow through, and chasing butterflies (I’m 
always off on the next new idea before finishing the last idea).  
We all have a voice inside us that is always more than happy to spout on about our weaknesses. But what if they 
aren’t actually weaknesses? Reframing is the act of taking something that you think is a weakness and looking at it 
until you can see it as the exact opposite – a strength. 
The voice only has power because we don’t stop to really analyze what it is saying. We are afraid it is right and so we 
don’t want to go near it. But it’s not right. It’s simply a story we are allowing ourselves to believe. 
Take every perceived weakness you have and sit with it until you can see that it actually hides a SUPERPOWER that 
is beyond awesome! 
Here is how I have reframed my biggest “weakness”: 

Procrastination: Sure I leave things until the last minute, but the important part is that I can get them done. Further, I 
know that if I want something done I just have to give myself a real deadline. What does it matter if I do it at the last 
minute? It’s done! I’ve learned to book meetings with clients before I have a piece ready. Or I involve someone else in 
a project and book a review meeting right out of the gate. There are many who marvel at how much I have going on. 
Sure I could do better, but it’s far more likely that my procrastination is a factor of how much shit I have going on than 
it being the results of some serious character flaw. So my superpower is I can get shit done, even if I’ve never done it 
before and have no idea where to even begin. 
!
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There is a truly stunning TED presentation by Nicholas Christakis from 2010 about the power of our social network. It 
turns out that our friends may be a better determination of our success than just about any other factor. 
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If we are having trouble losing weight, our willpower may have little to do with it. A more likely culprit is our social 
network. 
The same can be said about moving from dreaming to doing. Surround yourself with people who just never stop. 
Find the people that get more shit done than anyone else. Just having them in your life may be enough. 
I’ve found that these people are amazing to have around. They don’t get negative and try to shoot down every new 
idea I have. They are about possibilities. They are about turning dreams into action. 
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http://www.ted.com/talks/nicholas_christakis_the_hidden_influence_of_social_networks

http://www.ted.com/talks/nicholas_christakis_the_hidden_influence_of_social_networks


The four previous tips have been really helpful for me on my journey to reconnect with what really matters, but they 
likely won’t do shit for you unless you are financially stable. 
A lot of people struggle to move towards their purpose because of financial constraints. A common question is “How 
can I make money while I do what I love or feel called to do?” It’s the wrong question. 
I had to clean up my financial situation FIRST. Only then could I really make steady gains towards fulfilment and a life 
that I yearn for. 
It’s not easy but it is possible. And there are a numerous books out there on the subject. Here is the one that worked 
for me. Buy it or something like it and get your finances into order. There are so many strategies available. Pick one. 
!
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http://abeautifulanarchy.com/product/how-to-feed-a-starving-artist-pdf/

I have spent tens of thousands of dollars on 
gear. I always felt that if I just had one more 
item, I would be able to take my work to a 
higher calibre.  
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An Art Director of some renown recently did a 
portfolio review of my work and this shot was 
his absolute favourite. It was taken with a $200 
point-and-shoot underwater camera. No 
assistant. No other gear. Oy.

http://abeautifulanarchy.com/product/how-to-feed-a-starving-artist-pdf/


My Journey
I began exploring Fine Art photography as a way to 
connect with purpose and passion for myself. And then I 
realized that it wasn’t really about me. I was called to help 
others to realize their full potential. And while I don’t have 
the answers, I hope to help even one person realize they 
are not alone on this journey. 

Please give me a shout on Twitter or Facebook. I promise 
to say “Hi” back! 

Twitter: @passitalong 

Facebook: facebook.com/seanhowardphotography

http://facebook.com/seanhowardphotography

