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For Auntie Efua, and for every quiet life that taught me success was never the ledger I was handed —

and for my family, who lived beside every season of doubt this book describes, and never once asked me to become someone smaller than what I was built to be.
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A Note on The Stories in This Book
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Before you begin, I want to tell you something about the people you are about to meet.

Kwabena, Adjoa, Yaw, Abena, Kofi, Efua, and Abenaa are not the real names of real, single individuals, and I want to be transparent with you about that from the very first page rather than let you discover it partway through and wonder what else you should not trust. Each of these figures is a composite — built, carefully and with real respect, from the lives of many people I have sat with over more than two decades of ministry, breathwork practice, and grief work across three continents. Where I give a specific detail — a town, a trade, a particular sentence spoken in a particular room — I have drawn it from something that was actually said or actually lived, but I have combined and reshaped these details so that no single person’s confidence is ever exposed, and so that the pattern each story illustrates is honored rather than any one life’s privacy.

I have made this choice for two reasons. The first is confidentiality: the people who have trusted me with their grief, their doubt, and their quiet unraveling did so believing their stories would remain theirs, not mine to publish. The second is precision: a composite, built honestly from many real instances of the same pattern, often teaches the underlying truth more clearly than any single biography could, because it strips away the accidents of one particular life and leaves only what actually repeats.

Where I speak of my own life directly — my grandmother, my ordination, the season I describe sitting outside a hospice unable to go inside — these are not composites. They are mine, told as honestly as memory allows.

I tell you all of this not to diminish what follows, but to strengthen it. Every story in this book is true in the way that matters most: it happened, in its essential shape, to someone, more than once, and I have watched its lesson prove itself reliable across many rooms and many years. I would rather you trust this book because I have been honest with you about its construction than admire it because you assumed something I never claimed.

Now, let us begin.​​
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Introduction: The Question That Followed Me Home
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I have sat with the dying more times than I can count.

Not as a doctor, and not as someone who arrived with answers, but as a minister, a healer, and, most of the time, simply a person willing to stay in the room when everyone else had run out of words. Over the years, across three continents, in hospital wards that smelled of antiseptic and floor polish, and in village compounds lit only by lantern and the blue flicker of a small television left on for company, I have held the hands of men and women in their final hours. I have listened to breathing change its rhythm in ways that told me, before any monitor did, that the room was about to become a different kind of room. And in all of that time, across all of those rooms, I noticed something that never once failed to happen.

Nobody, in all those years, ever asked me to bring them their bank statement.

I remember one particular night with unusual clarity, though I have long since let go of exactly which year it was. An elderly trader named Mr. Boateng — and I use his real name here, with his family’s blessing, because his story does not need the protection a composite would offer — had spent forty years selling cloth in Kejetia Market, building a modest but respectable business from nothing. His daughters had flown in from London and Toronto. His sons stood near the window, uncertain what to do with their hands. And in the middle of that crowded, grieving room, Mr. Boateng reached for my wrist — not his daughter’s, not his son’s, mine, the relative stranger who happened to be sitting closest — and asked me a question that had nothing to do with the cloth business, nothing to do with the modest wealth he had built, nothing to do with any of the achievements his children were, in that very hour, quietly worried they would not be able to sustain without him.

“Did I love them well?” he asked. “Tell me honestly. Did I love them well?”

I did not have an answer prepared. I still do not think there is a scripted answer to give in that moment. What I have learned, instead, sitting inside dozens of variations of that exact question, in different languages and different accents, on different continents, is that it is nearly always the same question, wearing different clothes. Nobody asked to see their old performance reviews. Nobody, in the last clear hour of a life, called out for the trophy on the shelf or the title on the door. What I heard instead, again and again, was some version of the same two questions: Did I love well? Did my life mean something?

I did not go looking for a book in those rooms. I went looking, honestly, for a way to be useful to grieving families, and later for a way to make sense of my own losses. But somewhere in the sitting and the listening, a pattern pressed itself on me so insistently that I could no longer treat it as a coincidence. The people who seemed most at peace at the end were rarely the ones who had achieved the most by the world’s measure. They were the ones who had, at some point in their living, found the thing that moved them — and let it move them somewhere that mattered.

This book began as a private question I could not stop asking myself in the years after those bedside vigils: why do we spend our one life chasing a definition of success that so few people, even the ones who reach it, actually believe in when it counts?

Let me be honest with you from this very first page, because everything else in this book depends on that honesty. I am not writing to you as someone above the struggle, looking down with easy wisdom. I am writing as someone who spent the better part of two decades doing work I was good at, respected for, and quietly hollowed out by. I know what it is to receive congratulations for an achievement and feel, underneath the smile, a strange grief — as if I had won a prize in a competition I never meant to enter. There was a season, before I found my way into this work, when I directed a modest but respected community development office, managing budgets and reports that impressed the people who reviewed them and left me, most evenings, staring at a ceiling fan turning slowly above my bed, asking a question I did not yet have language for: is this the whole of what I am for?

That question, eventually, became the spine of this book: What do you genuinely love — and what might it be for?

I did not arrive at this book through theory. I arrived at it through breathwork sessions with men who had built empires and could not explain why they felt like frauds inside them. Through grief counseling with widows who had spent forty years “succeeding” at a marriage that had never once felt like home. Through my own ordination, which asked me to strip away every external marker of achievement I had accumulated and ask, plainly, what I was actually for — a process that took the better part of three years and included a season I will describe honestly later in this book, when I very nearly walked away from the whole calling. And I arrived at it, too, through village elders in my own Akan tradition, who taught me the wisdom carried in the word Sankofa — often pictured as a bird with its feet facing forward and its head turned back, reaching for an egg it had left behind. The teaching is simple, and I return to it more than once in the pages ahead: it is never wrong to go back and retrieve what was left behind, even when the whole world insists that only forward motion counts as progress.

This is a book about three words, in a particular order, because the order matters more than most people realize: passion, purpose, and success — success not as the world first taught it to us, but as we are capable of redefining it for ourselves.

Passion, as I will use the word here, is not a hobby or a mood. It is data. It is the residue of who you actually are, showing up in what genuinely moves you, often long before you have permission to take it seriously. Purpose is what happens when that passion turns outward — when the thing that lights you up gets connected to someone else’s need, someone else’s healing, someone else’s next right step. And success, redefined, is what becomes possible once we stop measuring a life only by what it accumulated and start measuring it also by what it became, and what it gave.

I need to say plainly, before we go one page further, what this book is not. It is not a promise that passion guarantees income. It is not a suggestion that purpose erases hardship, or that joy is proof you are doing everything right. I have watched too many well-meaning books make those promises, and I have sat with too many people whose disappointment in themselves deepened when the promise did not come true for them. This book will ask more of you than easy inspiration. It will ask you to hold two things at once: that a joyful life is genuinely possible, and that a joyful life still includes real struggle, real setbacks, real seasons of doubt — seasons I will not soften for the sake of a tidier argument.

I also want to say something I have come to believe only in recent years, after enough conversations with people whose circumstances were far harder than mine ever were: I do not think this book’s argument applies equally easily to every life. A man born into famine has a different, harder relationship to the question “what do you love?” than a man born into comfort. I will not pretend otherwise, and I will return to this honestly, more than once, rather than letting the book’s warmth paper over a truth that deserves better than a footnote. What I can tell you, from those same hard conversations, is that even in circumstances of real scarcity, I have watched the question do quiet work — not by removing the scarcity, but by giving a person something to stand on inside it.

If you are reading this with rent due at the end of the month, I am not going to tell you that your bills will dissolve the moment you find your passion. If you are reading this in a season of grief so heavy that the word “joy” feels almost offensive, I am not going to rush you past it. What I can offer you, from the many rooms I have sat in and the many lives I have been trusted with, is a different way of asking the question — one that has, in my own experience and in the experience of people I have walked alongside, opened doors that the old definition of success kept firmly shut.

Here is the invitation, plainly stated, the same one I have carried with me since those long nights at bedsides: Passion reveals what moves us. Purpose gives that passion direction. And success is found not only in what we achieve, but in the meaning, value, and joy we create along the way.

You do not need to believe this yet. You only need to be willing to ask the question with me, chapter by chapter, and see what answers rise up out of your own life. That willingness is the only prerequisite for everything that follows.

Let us begin, as every honest inquiry must, with the story we were handed — and the quiet cost of believing it too completely.​​
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Part One: Questioning The Old Story
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“Obi nnim adekyee mu asem” — No one knows what tomorrow’s affairs will bring. — Akan proverb, as it was passed to me by my elders

A ROOM IN KORLE BU

Before the chapters begin, I want to take you into one more room.

Her name was Efua Mensima, and she was eighty-one years old, and she had been, by any account her neighbors could give you, an unremarkable woman — a seamstress who raised four children in two rented rooms behind a provisions store in Osu, who never once, in her long life, appeared in a newspaper or held a title grander than “Auntie Efua” to the dozen or so children who orbited her doorway every afternoon after school. I was called to her bedside at Korle Bu Teaching Hospital by a niece who knew me from church, mostly, I think, because there was no one else free that evening.

I did not expect the hour that followed to reorganize how I thought about the word success. But it did.

Auntie Efua was lucid that night, though weak, and she spent most of the hour I sat with her not speaking about her illness, or her regrets, or even her children, but recounting, in extraordinary and unhurried detail, the exact stitching pattern she had used on a wedding dress for a bride whose family could not afford proper thread, decades earlier, and how she had quietly used her own money to buy the good thread so the girl would not know the difference on her wedding day. She laughed, actually laughed, describing the bride’s face when she twirled in the finished dress. She did not once mention money she had or hadn’t made. She did not once compare her life’s ledger to her sister’s, who had married a civil servant and lived, by every visible measure, a grander life. What she wanted to tell me, in what both of us understood without saying aloud might be one of her last clear evenings, was the stitching. The thread. The twirl. The girl’s face.

I have carried Auntie Efua with me into every chapter of this book, because I think she names, more precisely than any theory could, the entire argument this first part is about to make. We are taught, from very early, that a life’s worth is tallied at the end the way a ledger is tallied — assets on one side, and whatever remains once the debts are subtracted stands as the verdict. Auntie Efua’s ledger, by that accounting, would have shown very little. And yet the hour I spent with her did not feel like sitting beside a woman whose life had underdelivered. It felt like sitting beside someone gently, without any need to argue the point, correcting my whole understanding of what a ledger is even for.

This part of the book asks you to notice the ledger you were handed, before you agree to spend the rest of your life balancing it.
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​Chapter 1: The Myth We Were Handed
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I once worked with a man I will call Kwabena Osei-Antwi — a composite, as I explained at the start of this book, drawn from a dozen men across Accra, London, and Johannesburg who could each have told this same story in nearly the same words. Kwabena came to me for breathwork after a mild heart episode at forty-four, an episode his doctors called a warning and his wife, Akosua, called a mercy. He arrived at my small studio in East Legon in a car that cost more than most of his neighbors’ homes, dressed for a meeting he had cancelled twice that morning to make the appointment. He was, by every visible measure, a triumph. Two logistics companies built from a single delivery van and sold within nine years of each other. A house on a hill in Trasacco with a view that made visitors stop mid-sentence. Children in the best international schools the city offered.

He sat cross-legged on the mat across from me, hands trembling slightly — a tremor, he later admitted, that had nothing to do with his heart and everything to do with how rarely he allowed himself to sit still enough to notice his own hands. And the first thing he said to me was this: “I don’t understand why I feel like I’m still waiting for my life to start.”

I have heard some version of that sentence from a schoolteacher in rural Ghana, a surgeon in London, and a taxi driver in
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