Do We Need an Ultimate Purpose in Life?


When I was a freshman attending Miami Christian College, the following question came up in a discussion group:


“What would you do if you were completely convinced that there was no God?”


To elaborate, what if there was irrefutable scientific proof that there was no God?  It did not take me long to conclude, in all seriousness, that I would kill myself.  You may find it hard to believe I really felt that way, but I assure you I did.  Of course, to my mind, the very question was silly.  How could anyone ever prove there was no God?  Yet I was so sure that God worked all things together for good for those that loved Him, that the notion of living without God watching over me was terrifying.


A couple of months ago I spoke about the teachings of Rick Warren in his book “The Purpose Driven Life.”  In his view, and indeed in my view when I was in college, our ultimate purpose could only be found in God.  My purpose for existence was to worship God, fellowship with God, become like Christ, minister to others, and convert others. In return, God would watch over me on earth, and when I died I would be free of the miseries of this earth and this body, and I would be in Heaven for eternity.  Without these purposes and these promises, I truly considered life worthless.

The search for meaning and purpose is universal.  But why?  And what actually entails purpose, value, and significance in our lives?  Christian apologist William Lane Craig says, “Unless God exists, our lives are meaningless, trivial, not fundamentally different from that of a dog.  Unless we are immortal, Mankind is . . . no more significant than a swarm of mosquitoes or a barnyard of pigs, for their end is all the same.”

Stephen Maitzen, a professor of philosophy, counters, “Consider what theistic religions offer as God’s actual purpose for our lives: glorifying him and enjoying his presence forever.  Surely we can ask – I hereby do ask – “What’s so great about that?”


Notice that meaning and significance are usually tied to eternal existence, at least in theistic religions.  Craig denigrates the idea that life can have any meaning if we simply die and cease to be.  Craig also denigrates the lives of animals.  Dogs, mosquitoes, and pigs have meaningless, trivial lives.  Only humans matter.  Immortality is essential for significance. Enjoying and glorifying God is the only path to significance.  But we, like Maitzen, can push back against this and ask, “What’s so great about that?  What’s so significant about that?  Why does that give my life meaning and purpose?  Does the value of my life hinge upon something yet to come?  Is my earthly life so unimportant.  Must I keep looking to the next life? 

I received this story in a e-mail years ago.  I saved it because it so perfectly captured my view of life.  I also think it bears directly on the question of meaning in life.


A boat docked in a tiny Mexican village. An American tourist complimented the Mexican fisherman on the quality of his fish and asked how long it took him to catch them. 


"Not very long," answered the Mexican. 


"But then, why didn't you stay out longer and catch more?" asked the American. 


The Mexican explained that his small catch was sufficient to meet his needs and those of his family. 


The American asked, "But what do you do with the rest of your time?" 


"I sleep late, fish a little, play with my children, and take a siesta with my wife. In the evenings, I go into the village to see my friends, play the guitar, and sing a few songs... I have a full life." 


The American interrupted, "I have an MBA from Harvard, and I can help you! You should start by fishing longer every day. You can then sell the extra fish you catch. With the extra revenue, you can buy a bigger boat." 


"And after that?" asked the Mexican. 


"With the extra money the larger boat will bring, you can buy a second one and a third one and so on until you have an entire fleet of trawlers. Instead of selling your fish to a middle man, you can then negotiate directly with the processing plants and maybe even open your own plant. You can then leave this little village and move to Mexico City, Los Angeles, or even New York City! From there you can direct your huge new enterprise." 


"How long would that take?" asked the Mexican. 


"Twenty, perhaps twenty-five years," replied the American. 


"And after that?" 


"Afterwards? Well my Friend, That's when it gets really interesting," answered the American, laughing. "When your business gets really big, you can start selling stocks and make millions!" 


"Millions? Really? And after that?" said the Mexican. 


"After that you'll be able to retire, live in a tiny village near the coast, sleep late, play with your children, catch a few fish, take a siesta with your wife and spend your evenings doing what you like and enjoying your friends." 


And the moral is: Know where you're going in life... you may already be there.


What if in our search for ultimate meaning, purpose, significance, we miss what is under our nose?  Last week I sat at a table with a group of friends around a table playing a game.  On the floor around us lay our many dogs, curled up contentedly sleeping, happy just to be in the room with us.  It was one of those moments when all seems right with the world.  Was anything of cosmic significance happening? No.  But was it significant to me? Yes. I appreciated the moment.  It resonated. Nothing else was needed.

Would our lives be meaningless if once we died, we ceased to be?  It depends on your perspective.  Our impact on the world will of course be minor.  If you turn out to have major significant importance on the world stage, say as a famous leader, your significance still dwindles to nothing if we leave earth and go to another planet.  Supposing other worlds are inhabited, there is nothing to indicate that any alien is even remotely impressed by any of our most famous individuals.  It’s all a matter of perspective.  

Let us suppose you do live forever.  Again, the question must be asked, “Who cares, and why is it significant to anyone but you?”  Sure, there will be other immortal people, friends and family, who are happy you are along for the ride, but in the cosmic scheme of things, you are still a big nothing, albeit an eternal nothing.


Dr Maitzen writes, “If we seek an absolute stopping point in our quest for purpose and significance, we’ll inevitably come up empty.”  His ultimate question, “Why does that matter?” can be applied to anything used to explain our ultimate significance.


“Our ultimate purpose is to glorify God.”


“Why does that matter?” 


Why indeed.


Struggling to find ultimate significance, meaning, or purpose is a fool’s quest.  It can’t be found.  It won’t be found.  The search for it takes our eyes off of the gift of our existence, off the joys of the here and now.  The American in our story was blinded by his vision of ultimate success; he could not see that the Mexican already had all he needed.  He missed the obvious.  We need to make sure we don’t miss the obvious in our lives.


But lest you think I am saying that life is meaningless, let me make it perfectly clear.  Your life is full of meaning.  You may not have any impact on the universe.  How could you, really?  But what I do propose is we have been granted a wonderful gift.  Whether you attribute it to a deity, or to the wonders of evolution, you have self-awareness. You interact with others.  You feel joy and sorrow, and your life can cause these feelings in others. Or as poet Philip Appleman puts it, “Whatever we are, whatever we make of ourselves, is all we will ever have – and that, in its profound simplicity, is the meaning of life.”

I agree.  What could be simpler?  The meaning of your life is what you do with it.  Some have sadly chosen to spend their lives rejecting any form of comfort or pleasure, in an effort to please a deity.  Some think of matter, the material world, as evil and sinful.  Some view deep meaningful relationships as a hindrance to higher consciousness or a closer walk with God.  Some religions require their spiritual leaders to practice celibacy, thereby depriving them of both physical pleasure and intimate love and companionship.  This is a profound tragedy.


If you exceed the current average, you might live to be 80 or even 90 years old.  Each one of those days is a precious commodity.  Each of those days is a chance for you to make meaning in your life.  The meaning is defined by you, and appreciated by you.  Don’t let others do the defining.  There are far too many people who would be delighted to define your worth for you.  And far too many will denigrate your humanity, your brief life, and your place in the universe, unless of course, you let them tell you what really matters.


If you are lucky enough to wake up each morning looking forward to the day, you have won the game of life.  It’s not getting your face carved into Mount Rushmore. It’s not being elected President.  It’s not being a millionaire.  It’s not being a movie star or famous musician.  Enjoying each day of your life is the victory. The connections and relationships you build are far more important than fame or power.  If you believe this, and if you live this, I think you will find your life filled with purpose and meaning.  Naturally this is merely my opinion, but it does come from my heart, and is one I believe with deep conviction.  But the beauty of this church is that you may disagree completely with me, and we can discuss it afterwards in talkback. 


At the end of one of his debates, Christopher Hitchens, the often provocative atheist writer and commentator, said concerning the possibility of an afterlife, “The discussion about what is good, what is beautiful, what is noble, what is pure, what is true, could go on. Why is that important; why would I like to do that? Because that’s the only conversation worth having. Whether it goes on or not after I die, I don’t know.  But I do know it’s the conversation I want to have while I’m still alive.  Which means that to me, the offer of certainty, the offer of complete security, the offer of an impermeable faith that can’t give way, is an offer of something not worth having. I want to live my life taking the risk that I don’t know anything like enough yet, that I haven’t understood enough, that I can’t know enough, that I’m always hungrily operating on the margins of a potentially great harvest of future knowledge and wisdom.  I wouldn’t have it any other way. I urge you to look at others who tell you, at your age, that you are dead until you believe as they do. What a terrible thing to be telling to children. And that you can only live by accepting an absolute authority.  Don’t think of that as a gift, think of that as a poison chalice, push it aside  however tempting it is.  Take the risk of thinking for yourself. Much more happiness, truth, beauty and wisdom will come to you that way.   

So there you have it.  Don’t get caught up in the quest for meaning.  Your life is the meaning.  Don’t try to discover ultimate purpose.  Your very being is the purpose.  What you do with that knowledge is up to you.  As Christopher Hitchens said, and so many others have said before him, “Take the risk of thinking for yourself.” I would add, “And rest in the knowledge that you are the purpose for your own existence.”  That is where you will find joy, peace, comfort, happiness, truth, beauty, and wisdom.  

Amen and Blessed Be
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