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			Introduction: The Triumph of the Little Beckonings

			Sometimes dinner can change the course of your life. On November 3, 1948, Julia Child sat down next to her husband, Paul, to eat her first meal on French soil. Her life was about to take a remarkable turn. 

			At that point, she could be described as a woefully unskilled cook at best. Her main experience in the kitchen consisted of helping to create the formula for shark repellant during a short-lived career as a spy in what would eventually become the Central Intelligence Agency. She was not a failure in life (though her attempts to become a novelist had not gone well). But she was lost.

			That fateful meal at La Couronne (The Crown) in the medieval city of Rouen, northern France, changed everything. Julia called it “the most exciting meal of my life”1—and not because it was delicious (though it was). It was the moment she developed an inkling of her deepest sense of purpose. 

			“It came upon me that that was what I was looking for all my life. One taste of that food and I never turned back.”

			Like a flash of lightning, Julia had the sudden realization that she wanted to cook; and not just any dishes, but the dishes of the most storied cuisine in the world—France.2 She was not spurred by grand plans of amassing wealth or changing the world (though, as it turned out, that all happened nonetheless). Her ambitions were more modest, and yet more powerful: to cook delicious food. 

			Success was slow and difficult. Julia failed her first exam at Le Cordon Bleu. It took her over ten years to write her classic book, Mastering the Art of French Cooking. 

			

			The idea of quitting, however, never occurred to Julia. She was having too much fun on her gastronomic adventures. Her true measure of success wasn’t the books and television shows, or all the money she eventually made from them. It was the joy of cooking and the people she touched along the way.

			“I don’t think about whether people will remember me or not. I’ve been an okay person. I’ve learned a lot. I’ve taught people a thing or two. That’s what’s important. Sooner or later the public will forget you, the memory of you will fade. What’s important is the individuals you’ve influenced along the way.”
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			Julia Child’s sense of purpose is a stunning example of something I believe we can all experience. But discussing purpose with audiences large and small doesn’t always lead to a positive response. In fact, the most common response is wildly negative. 

			I clearly remember the first time I experienced this reaction. I had just stepped off stage at a weekend seminar in Julien, California, having given a 45-minute talk about building financial independence and living a regret-free life, when an audience member sidled up to me as I walked toward the back of the auditorium.

			Her upper lip was curled into a snarl. Somehow, my talk had gotten her into such a lather that she wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity to confront me in person. I was shocked: the purpose of the talk was to help people. Shrinking back, I braced myself. As she opened her mouth to speak, I had no idea what she was about to say. 

			“I’m so sick of people telling me to find my purpose. I don’t know my purpose and it’s stressing me out!”

			No one had ever said that to me before. But over the next year—as I went from conference to conference, podcast to podcast, and speaking engagement to speaking engagement, sharing how the ideas in my first book could help people—I kept hearing it. 

			It became overwhelmingly clear that most people struggle to find their sense of purpose, and struggle even harder to integrate this vision into anything they would call happiness. Curious, I dug into the data. It turns out that even though having a sense of purpose can increase lifespan, health, and happiness, it is also associated with anxiety in over 91% of people at some point in their lives. I was dumbfounded. How can we explain this paradox? 

			

			I began to realize that even those who have been able to see past the mirage of wealth and start searching for what really is important in life find themselves facing a larger and even more frightening obstacle. They know that happiness and purpose are intimately tied together but they can’t quite explain how. They understand the term purpose, but have no idea how to take action to discover what it means in their lives. 

			For most people, purpose has become a kind of indecipherable code, sealing away true fulfillment and lasting happiness. But the purpose code is one that can be cracked. And anyone can do it. This book will show you how. 

			Why am I so sure? Well, as this book will share with you, there are many incredible (but unheard) true stories, numerous fascinating (but often overlooked) studies, the perspectives of many wise (but sometimes neglected) writers, and much more besides that all attest to this and will help you crack the code … But first, it’s because I know from my own experience.

			Let me tell you a story about a man called Roman and the lives he changed.

			The Man Who Changed the World with Baseball Cards

			Back in middle school, an awkward kid on the cusp of teenagerdom, I met a man who changed my life forever without intending to. He had stumbled upon his own sense of purpose and, because of it, was making his mark on the world—and those around him.

			Roman was the picture of an aging athlete. His twenties had seen his muscles soften and the beginnings of a belly develop on his otherwise lean frame. His boyish face was patient and kind. He always seemed to be about to smile. 

			Roman would have described himself as a people person. In fact, it’s probably why he went into the antiques business in the first place. His high-school tenure as a top football player ended with the unfortunate twist of an ankle. Yet his natural affability—combined with furniture-refinishing skills learned from his carpenter father—made owning an antiques store in the Chicago suburbs more or less viable. 

			

			He spent his days hanging out in the store, refinishing old furniture in the back when foot traffic was slow, and buying and selling various doodads when he saw the opportunity to make a buck. One day, while cleaning out an old dresser in preparation for sanding, he scouted out a long-forgotten box of baseball cards tucked away in the far recesses of the bottom drawer. A quick call to the seller confirmed that the cards were unwanted and Roman was free to do with them as he pleased. While he often caught the Cubbies on the radio or the small portable television at the checkout counter, he had no idea how to place a value on the forgotten box of cards.

			A few days later, a surly teenager accompanying his mother into the store provided a tidy solution. He offered Roman $100 for the whole lot. Feeling that luck was upon him—which it truly was, though not for the reason he thought—he parted with the haphazard collection without hesitation.

			Now, as any of you reading this who happen to have a surly teenager at home will have experienced, they aren’t afraid to let you know when you have made a mistake. This young kid—Ryan was his name—was quick to spread a few cards on the counter right in front of Roman and explain why the collection was worth far more than $100. 

			And that’s when it suddenly clicked. Roman knew that he was meant to buy and sell baseball cards. He couldn’t explain why exactly. Maybe it was the memory of bending them into the spokes of his bike when he rode around the neighborhood with his friends in elementary school; or the touch of his father’s hand as he was dragged through the bleachers on that first visit to Wrigley Field for his fifth birthday. The synapses were firing but cognitive explanations were slow to follow. 

			The first thing Roman did was hire Ryan on the spot to help him build his empire. Then he started buying. A year later, what had once been seen by local children as a stuffy antiques store had become a hub for nerds, geeks, and baseball fans everywhere. Not only had store profits doubled, but Roman found himself at the center of a bustling, raucous, and growing community. 

			The store was never empty again, and Roman couldn’t have been happier. 

			

			Which is when I met him. A few years after my dad had died, and reeling from a learning disability that had placed me well behind my peers, I felt lonely and disconnected. I struggled with friendships and couldn’t contemplate finding a place where I felt that I belonged. 

			But then I did.

			When I walked into Century’s Antiques, I met a group of kids who were just like me. They became my community. We were the outcasts, the nerds, those not popular enough to have their calendar populated with social events and parties. We existed under the benevolence of our “sponsor.” Roman always had a kind word, a new pack of cards to give away and open, and some well-placed advice when one of us came in moping over our latest disappointment.

			Looking back on my childhood, this meant everything.

			Unfortunately, at first glance, the story doesn’t have a happy ending. After a couple of years, Roman was diagnosed with metastatic cancer. Exhausted from chemotherapy, and an unexpected strike in Major League Baseball, he saw his record profits begin to spiral down. On a quiet Saturday morning, Roman closed Century’s Antiques, leaving a hole in the community felt particularly acutely by a rambunctious group of teens and preteens who had needed somewhere to belong. 

			Although Roman’s days were numbered, those moments behind the counter mentoring the neighborhood kids while sorting through cards and chewing the godawful gum that came wedged between each pack were some of his most joyful. Roman had stumbled into purpose and it led to happiness.

			I’m not talking about earth-shattering, world-saving, fame-causing purpose—the kind that people often dream of; the kind that causes anxiety when we’re told (or think we’re told) we must have it to live a life of meaning and contentment. That’s because the first step to cracking the purpose code is realizing that the purpose that brings meaning and contentment isn’t that kind of purpose at all. It’s not Purpose with a big, shining capital letter; it’s purpose with a little “p.” Small—but with a bigger, better, more meaningful impact on your life than the grandest imaginable all-consuming PURPOSE in bright lights. 

			

			This purpose is found in small beckonings to pursue the things we are passionate about. 

			In Part 1 of this book, we will discuss how to go about finding one’s purpose. But for now, trust me when I say that each and every one of us have these callings if we just learn how to listen to them. 

			Before continuing, there is another point to be made here. While some might say that Roman found his purpose, I would wholeheartedly disagree. He didn’t find his purpose. He created it. He listened to intuition, became intentional, then built the life he wanted to lead. His first step was to hire Ryan, that snarky teenager who opened his eyes about the value of what seemed like a few useless pieces of cardboard.

			Then, he had to educate himself on the collectibles market, buy inventory, and advertise to potential customers. Roman’s brilliance was that he used his enthusiasm for baseball and knowledge of buying and selling “old” things to create a community—a thriving community that depended on Roman just as much as he depended on it. 

			I am not the only one who remembers Roman. There are hundreds of kids out there who found their lives in suburban America just a little more bearable and even exciting because Century’s Antiques existed. And those kids took that newfound confidence, struck out into the world, and built and created things of their own.

			Some—like me—became doctors; others became lawyers, or engineers. Some bought and sold stuff, just like Roman. Others created things that brought people joy or made their lives better. The effects of Roman’s sense of purpose, his passion, didn’t end when he lost his battle with cancer. Like a pebble dropped into the ocean, his kindness and joy displaced what seemed like an infinitesimally small amount of water. But with nowhere else to go, that water created ripples that spanned the mightiest oceans. It sometimes gained momentum as it joined with other relentlessly small forces to create the largest of waves, and other times receded to become a barely recognizable nudge of water lazily crawling up a sandy beach. 

			Years later, those kids have grown up and a number have children of their own. And somewhere in a basement, a father and daughter are sorting through an old shoebox and talking about the difference between Topps and Donruss, and the joy of discovery that came with every cellophane pack and the rotten piece of gum that we all ended up chewing anyway. 

			

			What This Book Will Do for You

			My hope is not only that you can have people such as Roman in your life, but that you can be one of those people too—that you can learn to live out your purpose with passion and joy. To do this, we must remove the stress and anxiety that we so often associate with doing important things.

			The disgruntled listener mentioned at the beginning of this  introduction was not a mean person, or even truthfully angry when her feelings were fully dissected. Instead, she was frustrated. Frustrated by  the feeling that there was a grand plan for her that was just out of reach and kept eluding her. In missing this plan, she felt lost, inferior, and even guilty for not living up to what life is supposed to be about or how she was supposed to live it. 

			I’ve written this book to help people like you (and her) see that there is no plan other than the one you create! There is no cosmically determined set of activities that will set you free if pursued or damn you for eternity if overlooked. Instead, my hope is for you to find purpose and joy—as Roman did—not in the big and audacious but in the small and intentional activities that you fill your day with. That’s where purpose is hiding.

			These activities may feel insignificant at times, and they may change from time to time as you grow and evolve. You might find one thing that brings you an overarching sense of purpose, or there might be many. You might create major change immediately in the world around you (like Julia Child), but this does not have to be your intention. 

			I promise you that if you pursue your individual sense of purpose, regardless of what it is, you will touch lives around you and eventually create a legacy.

			Roman is not the only reason I know this. I know it from writing a book about money and purpose and talking to thousands of readers about their reactions. I know it not only from hosting a podcast in which I have interviewed hundreds of thought leaders on how to live a good life, but also from being a guest on hundreds more where I have been pushed to clarify my own thoughts on the role that purpose plays in our wellbeing.

			

			And finally, as a hospice and palliative care physician, I have spent a good deal of my career talking to patients about what has been meaningful for them in life. In extreme cases, I have had some of these conversations with people literally on their deathbeds. As discussed in my previous book, things like making more money and spending more time in the office on nights and weekends are rarely mentioned at that point. Getting that last promotion isn’t what occupies people’s minds when they are staring down death, surrendering their last ounce of resistance, and accepting the inevitable.

			Instead, they think about whether they lived a life that was true to who they are. They question whether they had the courage to be themselves and pursue that which was important to them. They don’t spend much time worrying about what they failed at, as long as they think they tried their best. 

			Living and dying are both about courage. One of our biggest misconceptions is to believe that the balance of courage is saved up  for the end. The truth, however, is that it is in the beginning—and  especially in the middle—that we need it the most. 

			Many of you reading this book are in the middle as we speak. Maybe you are struggling to take care of parents and children at the same time and feel like you have lost yourself somewhere in-between. Maybe you are part of a generation that finds itself more educated than ever but with fewer options and less direction than previous generations: all dressed up and nowhere to go. 

			If you are feeling lost, then this book is for you. 

			Here’s Where We’re Going

			This book is ultimately a journey toward happiness.

			There is a longstanding debate on how to define the true meaning of happiness and whether it is a goal that we should strive for. Some believe it is a transitory chemical phenomenon; others the holy grail of existence. Different words are used—contentment, self-actualization, wellbeing (or, as in my last book, purpose, identity, and connections)—but my contention is that, for most of us, the reality remains the same.

			

			We are looking for a healthy sense of peace, belonging, and the hope that our lives make some sort of difference in a world full of randomness. 

			Here’s how this book can help you get there.

			In Part 1, we start with the paradox that purpose is both super-important to living a happy life and riddled with stress and anxiety, and show how to resolve this by breaking down purpose into its two kinds: “big P” Purpose and “little p” purpose. We will discover why the latter is better and more happiness-affirming than the former, and then explore how we can find it in our daily lives. Along the way, we will disprove one of the biggest misconceptions in personal finance today: that money can buy happiness. 

			In Part 2, we will explore the roles of both meaning and purpose in bringing happiness. While these terms are often used interchangeably, meaning actually refers to our cognitive understanding of the past; while purpose points us to action regarding our present and future. It turns out that we need both. 

			I will explore meaning in terms of the stories we tell ourselves about ourselves. Becoming the hero of our own journey makes the past bearable and the future limitless. 

			I will introduce the powerfully helpful concept of the climb: a  framework which equips us to build a life of “little P” purpose.

			And finally, in Part 3, we will discuss why it all matters. One of the main reasons most people focus on “big P” Purpose is because they think that it is the most assured way to have a greater impact. Big, audacious goals are partly big and audacious because they get people’s attention. Many believe that true purpose must create either some sort of social good or a large-scale personal improvement. You have to either win the Nobel Prize or become a billionaire.

			In fact, long-term, generationally impactful, and legacy-building purpose is much more likely to be of the little p kind. In Part 3, we will explain why.
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			My aim for you in reading this book is to embrace purpose in a different way than you have in the past. I want to provide a kind of purpose prescription to help you crack the purpose code. We will extirpate the stress and anxiety that often come with this topic, and instead help you see it as a wonderful opportunity to learn not only who you are but what you want—and how to make it happen.

			Purpose doesn’t need to be something glamorous or difficult to find. In fact, it doesn’t need to be something you find at all, but instead something you create. 

			Let’s begin the process in which we learn how to create it—together.

			

			
				
						1 https://thesimplyluxuriouslife.com/juliachildlacouronne/.


						2 https://medium.com/@robroy_63706/how-did-julia-childs-true-purpose-establish-a-6-million-dollar-legacy-a3a3795a7384.


				

			
		

	
		
			

			Part 1: The Duality of Purpose
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			Cilia was one of the most content people I had ever encountered, even when her beloved mother entered the hospice program. While her trust fund provided wealth, comfort, and ease, it was her charity work that filled her soul. Her parents’ successful restaurant chain had not only provided material wealth but led to the creation of one of the largest homeless shelters and food pantries in the Midwest.

			Tragic as it may have been, her father’s sudden passing from a heart attack a decade prior had done nothing to slow the pace or success of the burgeoning business. While her mother managed both the highly lucrative commercial endeavor and the charitable arm, Cilia was free to spend her days in the shelter, arranging beds, comforting the outcast, and dishing out delicious food to hungry mouths. She was a living monument to the love and legacy that her parents had bestowed on the world when they had generously begun diverting profits to help the local community. 

			When it came to the business side, her mother’s chronic and progressive illness was mostly planned for. The board had already named a successor and the transfer of responsibilities was going even more smoothly than had been scheduled. The goal was to minimize any financial hiccups that might arise unexpectedly. 

			The pantry and shelter, however, were not as meticulously planned for. Within hours of the funeral and the heart-wrenching afternoon at the gravesite, Cilia was informed by the board that they expected her to take on oversight and possible expansion of the charitable arm of the business. 

			To say that she felt some trepidation was an understatement. Her father and mother had always managed all the numbers, board meetings, and strategic planning. Cilia’s joy and peace remained there in the front office, welcoming the homeless through the doors and providing food and comfort. Her inclination was to stay in the same place. To change nothing. 

			Yet the board had an even bigger plan that proved to be quite compelling. Over the next few years, new shelters would be opened and the number of mouths fed could be doubled or tripled. A big, audacious goal—didn’t Cilia owe this to her mother? Her father? Those in need?

			As the years passed, the plans expanded and expanded. Cilia found that she had less time to spend in the kitchen doling out food, as she spent more time in the executive suite talking to donors and discussing the design of each new shelter. She became very good at her new “job,” but found that the joy was fleeting. Although she might have been impacting more lives each time a new strategy was set in place, she became overwhelmed with the reality that the more her company expanded, the more pressure she felt to grow to an even greater level. 

			

			Cilia mourned not only the premature loss of both her parents, but also the sense of purposefulness that had felt so fulfilling in her younger years. Even though the impact of her daily actions had multiplied many times over after her ascent in her parents’ company, she was personally less happy than ever. In fact, it could be said that as Cilia’s purposefulness increased, her enjoyment of her daily activities and motivation decreased. Can purpose actually become toxic? It did for Cilia; and my bet is that it has for some of you also. 

			Reading the last few paragraphs, I’m sure many of you are asking: “How could this be?”

			As we will discuss in the following chapters, many studies (as well as common sense) suggest that having a sense of purpose is highly correlated with all sorts of wonderful things—health, longevity, and happiness. Isn’t that what all the self-help gurus tell us? If we just find the right sense of purpose, everything will be okay. We will be happy and healthy, and the sun will always shine.

			Except when it doesn’t.

			Cilia’s story reminds us that purpose is much more nuanced. We see that the search for purpose can be riddled with anxiety and loss as well as joy and happiness. To truly glean all the benefits, we must parse out these different aspects and differentiate between those which nurture us and those which hinder. We must understand the duality of purpose and overcome this paradox. We must crack the purpose code.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1: Is Purpose a Four-Letter Word?

		

	
		
			

			What I love most about having my own podcast is interviewing people—I thrive on creating great conversations. I have discovered, however, a line of questioning that’s sure to bring the dialog to a screeching halt. If you ever need more uncomfortable silences in your life, all you have to do is bring up the topic of purpose. You’re welcome! 

			My guests love discussing the what and how of building a prosperous business or lifestyle, but are loath to discuss the why. Their faces go blank and they try to transition to another subject. The discomfort is palpable. 

			Like the audiences I speak to, the question of purpose gets their backs up. If it’s doing that for people at the top of their game in business and life, it can do so for anyone.

			Many see purpose as nothing more than a four-letter word—something one doesn’t talk about in polite society. 

			How can this be?

			The scientific evidence is clear: having a sense of purpose leads to greater happiness, increased longevity, and better health. Yet time and time again, I am reminded by my readers and listeners that purpose anxiety not only is real, but often makes people think that pursuing purpose is futile. How do we resolve this quandary?

			In this chapter, we will explore the scientific evidence and break down the crucial role that purpose plays in most of our lives. We will dive into the heart of the purpose paradox: the challenge

			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
					We fail to achieve our goal. This creates a sense of never fulfilling our purpose and we reach the end of life bitter and regretful.

					We achieve our goal but instead of feeling thrilled, we feel empty. We spent our time doing things we didn’t like because we thought the outcome would feel purposeful—but hedonic adaption is cruel when it comes to fulfilling goals. When people realize that the air is no better at the top of the mountain, instead of asking why, many just find a bigger mountain to climb. 

					Upon spending an inordinate amount of time and energy achieving that which we craved, we become panicked that we will lose it. The stock market will go down and our net worth will falter. A new and better law firm will come along and kill our market share. This fear—loss aversion—can often be doubly as terrifying as the possibility of never achieving our goal in the first place. 

			

			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
					Clear your schedule for an hour on two separate occasions in the next week. If you can, turn off all electronics or silence your phone. Find a quiet place where you will not be disturbed. 

					Turn your smartphone back on and open your favorite social media app. 

					Set an alarm for ten minutes and browse your favorite app in the way you would on any given Saturday morning after reaching for your phone on your bedside table upon waking up. 

					If you are the type who goes down a rabbit hole and reads full articles … don’t! Limit yourself to 30 seconds on any individual post and then move on.

					Upon hearing your ten-minute alarm go off, power down your phone and take a few deep breaths. Center yourself and relax.

					Now concentrate on two or three images or stories that stuck out to you—specifically, images that caused FOMO (fear of missing out) or that felt particularly inspiring or purposeful. Was it a friend’s recent vacation? A new fashion purchase by an influencer? A goal weight or body fat percentage boasted by a gym mate? A career milestone of a colleague?

					For each of these goals, realistically calculate the amount of time, energy, and resources it would take for you to achieve something similar. 

					Would you enjoy the time and energy spent on achieving this goal? Would it be worth your effort? What if, at the end of your journey, you came up short? Would it still have been worth it? Would you feel regret that you had “wasted” your time?

					Finally, imagine if, after achieving this vaunted goal, a new and better goal presented itself. A better car came to market. Or your office mate got an even better promotion. Or, after achieving that target net worth, the newness faded. Would you still be happy? Would the work you had done still feel like it was fulfilling a sense of purpose?

					It’s okay if the answers are not clear. The aim of this exercise is to ponder whether goal-oriented purpose—especially other people’s goals coopted from social media—is truly the path to living a more meaningful and happy life. In my humble opinion, the answer is definitely no. To understand why, let’s move on to Chapter 2.
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“Wonderful. A rare and refreshing book on purpose, happiness,

and living a good life.”
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