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I could see it in his eyes: a life marked by enormous struggle and personal sacrifice yet
brimming with great joy. In 2017, my colleague Christina Pettinato and I made the long drive
from Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, to Toronto, Canada, for our first International Network on
Personal Meaning (INPM) conference. The drive itself was uneventful, but what struck me
almost immediately upon arrival was the realization that most attendees hadn’t driven six hours
to be there. Instead, many had flown in from across the globe. This spoke volumes, not only
about Dr. Paul Wong’s teachings but also about his remarkable character and career.

The roots of this essay lie in my attendance at three INPM conferences in Toronto,
spanning from 2017 to 2021. Each of these transformative events, organized by Paul, challenged
me to delve deeper into my own understanding of meaning, suffering, joy, and existential
wellness. What made these conferences so special, however, was not just the intellectual
discussions but the warm and welcoming atmosphere created by Paul and his spouse of sixty-
plus years, Lilian. Despite the complexity of the ideas shared, Paul and Lilian’s generosity of
spirit quickly dispelled any feelings of academic intimidation, creating a space where ideas could
flourish, and personal connections could be formed. The cross-pollination of theories, insights,
and ideas during these conferences resonated with me in ways that continued to be both inspiring
and deeply reassuring.

Paul long nurtured his existential-spiritual roots while embracing an inclusive approach
that invited contributions from all academic disciplines. His goal was always to foster a rich and
collaborative dialogue about the complexities of the human experience. This mission was central
to Paul’s work with the International Network on Personal Meaning (INPM).

Before 2020, mainstream psychology largely dismissed meaning-based and spiritually
focused approaches. As Paul highlighted, “Some may dismiss the concept of SEW (spiritual-
existential wellbeing) as unrealistic armchair philosophy, but during the pandemic, most of my
clients wrestled with existential issues and wondered whether it is even possible to find some
happiness in a harsh and dangerous world” (Wong, 2022).

Paul's extensive research into positive existential psychology, meaning, flourishing, and
suffering revealed a deep need for perspectives beyond traditional psychological approaches. As
a result, mainstream psychology is now compelled to reconsider Paul’s work. The urgency is
clear, driven by challenges such as the global pandemic, ongoing racial injustice, societal
polarization, and political instability. Conventional methods like Cognitive Behavioral Therapy
(CBT), which focuses on reframing negative thoughts, are ill-equipped to address the profound
search for meaning and purpose that many people are facing in a world that feels increasingly
unstable and unsafe. To ignore this is to invalidate the real struggles of those seeking support.
Paul recognized this gap and understood that this area was critical for thoughtful practitioners
and researchers to engage with — Paul never stopped fighting for his research or his beliefs.
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In 2022, I had the honor of furthering INPM’s mission of promoting meaning,
flourishing, and existential positive psychology. I became a board member, later taking on the
role of Chair of Professional Development and Education. This was a pivotal year for me as well,
as it marked the beginning of a collaboration between Paul and me on two significant papers
exploring the relationship between suffering and meaning. Our shared work deepened my
appreciation for Paul’s profound understanding of human existence, as well as his commitment
to advancing our field in meaningful ways.

In my teachings, I consistently remind my students that the first and most fundamental
duty of any good therapist is to do no harm. This principle, the cornerstone of ethical practice,
serves as a constant reminder that our primary responsibility as practitioners is to safeguard the
well-being of our clients. However, while do no harm is foundational, I believe as Paul did that a
therapist’s role extends beyond mere non-harm. There are two additional responsibilities that I
emphasize as equally essential to professional growth and therapeutic effectiveness.

First, Know thyself. Self-awareness is crucial for a therapist’s ability to truly listen,
understand, and support clients. We must be acutely aware of our own biases, triggers, and
emotional responses, as they can deeply influence our interactions with clients. This self-
awareness allows us to recognize when our personal experiences or biases might interfere with
the therapeutic process, ensuring that we remain objective, grounded, and capable of offering the
most beneficial support.

Second, embrace the paradox of finding meaning through suffering. As Paul emphasized,
we work with individuals facing significant pain, suffering, and hardship. While it is natural to
wish for an end to suffering, the therapeutic process often reveals that growth and meaning can
emerge from life’s most challenging moments. Paul also understood that by helping clients
explore the complexities and paradoxes of their suffering, we can guide them to discover deeper
insights, resilience, and a renewed sense of purpose. This paradoxical truth—that suffering,
though deeply painful, can be a gateway to meaning—is central to the healing process.

Together, these three principles—do no harm, know thyself, and embrace the paradox of
finding meaning through suffering—create a framework for ethical, compassionate, and effective
therapeutic practice. They guide us to become better equipped to help others on their journey
toward healing and self-discovery. My experiences with Paul and INPM serve as daily reminders
of these principles, reminding me to approach my work—and life—through a lens of reflection,
compassion, and authenticity.

When I learned of Paul’s passing in October 2024, my heart sank, but it wasn’t a
complete shock. He had been battling a serious illness for several months, and it was clear his
strength was gradually fading. Still, there was a deep sadness that lingered because of the
profound impact he had on so many lives, including my own. Throughout those difficult months,
Lilian was by his side, unwavering in her support, showing the kind of devotion that speaks to
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the depth of their bond. I found comfort in imagining Paul, even in his last days, continuing to
write down his thoughts and ideas, his mind always active, even as his body weakened. Later, I
learned that this was true. Until he simply could no longer do so, Paul kept writing, pouring his
heart and soul onto paper.

Paul was a man of extraordinary faith. But it wasn’t just the depth of his belief that left an
impression, it was how this faith radiated through every aspect of his life. His commitment to his
passions, his unrelenting pursuit of knowledge, and the love he had for the people around him
were qualities that could be admired in anyone. But Paul brought these traits to a level of
understanding that was unique to him. He showed us what it meant to live with purpose, with a
heart that was always open to the world around him. His passion wasn’t just a fleeting
enthusiasm, but it was a driving force, guiding him through the challenges of life with grace,
humility, and a genuine love for his work and for others.

Paul’s legacy will live on in the lessons he taught us, not only through his words but
through his actions. He was a man who gave his heart fully, and that is something we will carry
with us, always

I will forever be grateful for Paul’s tireless contributions to the field of positive
psychology and existential thought. His dedication to fostering a “big tent” approach with INPM,
where diverse ideas can coexist and flourish, has had a lasting impact on my own professional
journey. Above all, however, I am most thankful for the personal friendship and unwavering
support Paul and Lilian have shown me. Their kindness and generosity have shaped my own
understanding of what it means to lead a meaningful life.

As you read this essay, I hope it conveys the depth of my gratitude and admiration for Dr.
Paul Wong’s vision and legacy, as well as the transformative influence he has had on both my
work and my life. As Paul once remarked to me, "Why try when you can do?” Words for all of us
to live by.
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