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Make Your 
Purpose a Matter 
of Life or Death

“Would it not be strange if a universe without purpose 
accidentally created humans who are so obsessed with 
purpose?”

Sir John Templeton 
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Purpose is a matter of life and death. Your purpose reflects your 
ability to derive meaning from your life’s experiences, as well as 

your ability to make focused and intentional decisions. 

Most people have faced circumstances that made them feel purpose-
less at one time or another. This point may have come after the 
freshness of a new job faded away or after the excitement of a new 
relationship wore off. Or it may have come after losing a job, ex-
periencing the death of a family member, or being diagnosed with a 
serious illness. You feel empty and start questioning whether or not 
part of your life, or your entire life, has any meaning. 

My last year in graduate school was absolutely miserable (see Pref-
ace). I couldn’t grow. I couldn’t move forward. It was like trying to 
run a car on a dead battery. You can’t start. You can’t turn over your 
engine and take any action. Instead, feelings of anger, fear, guilt, and 
sadness start to sink in. People who fail to regain their sense of pur-
pose during these times eventually stop feeling anything. They enter 
a state of apathy, which is a breeding ground for illness and death. 

Purpose linked to longevity

In The Blue Zones, Dan Buettner1 describes regions of the world 
where people commonly live active lives past 100 years old. 
Buettner discusses a particular Blue Zone located on the northern 
part of the main island of Okinawa. He calls this place ‘ground zero’ 
for world longevity because people in this zone have the longest 
disability-free life expectancy in the world. These Okinawans live 
about seven good years longer than the average American. They 
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also have one-fifth the rate of colon and breast cancer, 
and one-sixth the rate of cardiovascular disease. The 
Okinawan language has no word for “retirement.” 
Instead, there is one word Okinawans live their life 
by: ikigai. Roughly translated, it means “the reason 
for which you wake up in the morning.” Whether 
it’s teaching karate at 102 or learning to fish at 104, 
the Okinawans maintain a strong sense of purpose. 
Buettner believes this intimate relationship with di-
rection is why Okinawans often live so long.

The connection between birth and retirement

The two biggest risk factors in human mortality are birth and retire-
ment. A study in the British Medical Journal followed a group of 
Shell Oil employees who retired at age 55 and another group who 
retired at age 65.2 The study found the early retirees had a 37% 
higher risk of death than their counterparts.

That’s not all. People who retire at 55 are 89% more likely to die in 
the ten years after retirement than those who retire at 65. Another 
study published in the journal Archives of General Psychiatry evalu-
ated 246 people as part of the Rush Memory and Aging Project.3, 4, 5 
These people underwent cognitive and neurological testing once a 
year for ten years. Each person was asked to clearly define his or her 
purpose in life. After each participant’s death, brain autopsies were 
performed. The researchers found that people who did not have a 
clear purpose in life had significantly faster rates of mental decline. 
(It is worth noting that no participants suffered from dementia.) 
These studies also linked not having a purpose in life to decreased 
longevity and a higher risk of Alzheimer’s disease. 

Your purpose—your ikigai—is fuel for your internal engine. It’s 
what gives you direction and keeps you moving forward. The more 
purpose you inject into your life, the brighter your internal spark 
will burn, the longer you will live, and the more productive you will 
be while you’re alive. 
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