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“WE ARE DESIGNED FOR community. To be deeply known, deeply loved, and not alone.”— John Ortberg

We are lonelier than ever. Despite all our advances, with infinite knowledge at our fingertips and a thousand ways to engage, loneliness has quietly become one of the most universal struggles of our time. Nearly half of American adults report regularly feeling isolated or unseen, causing the US Surgeon General to declare loneliness a public health crisis in 2023. 

This was official recognition that loneliness isn’t just a social inconvenience; it’s a relational and spiritual emergency. Studies show that loneliness is linked to higher rates of depression, anxiety, sleep disorders, and even shorter lifespans. We’re surrounded by people—physically and digitally—yet feel more disconnected and unknown than ever.

It’s no surprise, then, that depression rates have doubled in recent decades, rising alongside our growing sense of isolation. As troubling as these statistics are, though, this book isn’t really about numbers. It’s about the hunger beneath them—the yearning for connection and fulfillment. A sense that life should be more than just getting through the day. That our meaning should be clear, our purpose vibrant, and our relationships immensely satisfying.

If you want something more, you’re not alone. And we can find it here, together.

The Bible tells us we’re created in the image of a relational God, made to love and be loved. That’s why disconnection doesn’t just ache—it disorients. And it’s why love doesn’t just feel good; it restores. We were made for community. For communion with God. For connection with each other.

Why We Ask tackles two of humanity’s most important questions:


	Why are we here?

	How can we create and cultivate life-giving relationships?



These are deeply intertwined, and both find their answer in asking better questions. They help us love well—which, at our core, is our purpose. Gifts, shared experiences, or thoughtful gestures certainly matter, but questions enrich relationships in a way nothing else can: they invite presence, express care, and transform ordinary conversation into soul-filling connection. 

My own journey began with a simple desire: I wanted more friends. I wasn’t trying to write a book. I tried a few typical approaches—shared hobbies, casual small talk—and found them unsatisfying. So, I approached the problem the way I approach most challenges in my world.

As an engineering manager with a problem-solving mindset, I defined the issue, studied the patterns, tested the dynamics, and revised as I went. Over time, I discovered something powerful: asking thoughtful, well-timed questions—followed by focused listening—is the single most effective tool we have for building real connection.

As my relationships improved, I looked for research and books that emphasized the power of questions. Research was abundant. But to my surprise, questions were rarely a focus in nonfiction literature.

This book aims to fill that gap. It weaves together biblical wisdom, modern research, and practical tools for building healthier, more fulfilling relationships—at home, at work, and everywhere in between. It’s not abstract theory. It’s a practical guide for anyone who wants to live with more intention, more joy, and deeper connection.

In engineering, there’s a concept called the 80/20 principle, the idea that 20% of your actions lead to 80% of your results. I’ve found that to be true in relationships. You don’t need dozens of new habits or infinite time. Just a few simple, intentional shifts can create astonishing impact. This book is about that 20%: the thoughtful and powerful practices that make the biggest difference. 

The levers that move mountains.

A quick note as you begin: The average reader finishes less than half of the books they start. I get it—life’s busy. But some of the most important material in this book comes in later chapters. So, if a section feels less relevant to your current situation, don’t put the book down. Skim if you must, but please keep going. I promise it’s worth your time.

This book is an invitation—to slow down, listen well, and ask the kind of questions that lead to real connection, deeper purpose, and a more meaningful life.

I’m so glad you’re here. May these pages bless you and help you build the life of lasting fulfillment you were made for. 

Let’s dive in and explore why we ask.
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Chapter 1
The Big Question - Why Are We Here?
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“EVER MORE PEOPLE TODAY have the means to live, but no meaning to live for.” Victor Frankl

It started as a vague longing—one I didn’t know how to name. I was in my early thirties, and, on paper, winning at life: married, kids, house, steady job, solid income. But under the surface? Something felt a bit off. I was missing something. I wondered if a new career might fill the void; and I also feared that it wouldn’t. I began to ponder, Why am I here?

The Universal Quest for Meaning

I’m not the first to ask. People have wrestled with meaning across every culture and era. Indigenous tribes wove their origin tales into songs, seeking their place beneath the stars. Viking runes etched sagas of destiny. Himalayan monks chanted into the stillness of the mountains. Across time and continents, we’ve gazed upward and inward, hungry for more than survival. Food and shelter keep us alive, but this search is uniquely human, driving us to ask again and again: What is all this for?

This faint uncertainty rustles through every life, usually pushed into the background but occasionally rising to the surface. For me, it becomes most palpable when I attend memorial services. I imagine my own—who would come, and what would they say? 

More importantly, what do I hope they’ll say?

That I made a lot of money, visited all 50 states, or became a scratch golfer? No, that doesn’t sit right. Instead, if they say, “He mattered to me. He made my life better. He helped me grow”—that feels better. But am I worthy of that today? How should I live my life to be remembered that way? It’s a sobering thought. 

Retirement is another catalyst for reflection. My friend Bob recently confided, “I’m not sure what my purpose is anymore.” He’d spent decades as an engineer and a dad. But with his kids grown and his career boxed up, the roles that once anchored him had faded—and he felt adrift. His raw honesty struck me as both familiar and universal. 

Have you ever lain awake with similar thoughts, tracing your own mark on the world? If so, just know that this questioning isn’t a flaw. It’s a feature of being human. Asking why is both normal and healthy. Astonishingly, studies show that people with a clear sense of purpose are more resilient and experience a 40% lower risk of near-term death.​[1]

In short, we’re wired to thrive mentally, emotionally, and physically when we live with purpose. 

Our Common Journey

And we also thrive relationally when we allow others to join our journey toward fulfillment.

When we ask each other, “What does it all mean?” the air changes. In 1992, a philosopher named Sautet launched weekly gatherings in Paris where people met to discuss life’s biggest questions. These “philosophy cafés” then spread to schools, libraries, and coffee shops worldwide. People come—sometimes shy, always curious—and ask things like, “What is happiness?” or “Why are we here?” Whether or not they find answers, they leave feeling more connected. For many, especially older adults, these talks offer a powerful antidote to loneliness.​[2] 

A 2010 study shows why: engaging in deep, substantive conversations is associated with higher life satisfaction.​[3] The joy doesn’t come from solving life’s mysteries—it comes from asking together.

That hunger for connection shows up in our goals, too. When I ask people about their bucket lists, they mention climbing Kilimanjaro, tasting gelato in Rome, or seeing the Northern Lights. But almost no one wants to do it alone, preferring to share their adventures with family or friends. Whether we’re exploring deep canyons or our deepest questions, we crave company.

The Empty Chase

Take a moment and picture your older self. For me, I’m ancient—joints creaking as I settle into a recliner, book on my lap, a dog and a cup of tea within reach, soft music playing. I close my eyes to replay the story of my life, just for a couple minutes. Are you there with me? Remember the great times and hard times, relationships and adventures, decisions and detours, triumphs and loss. What moments will bring you joy? Which will stir regret? 

When I reflect, one memory rises clearly—a time I chased joy but found the opposite. On a business trip, I had a free weekend in Beijing to tick off a bucket-list dream to visit the Great Wall. The tour group started at Tiananmen Square, moved through the Forbidden City, and finally reached the Wall. A stranger snapped a photo of me, with the Wall stretching behind. Looking at that picture, I expected to feel awe, maybe a sense of accomplishment. Instead, I felt profound loneliness. I had done this amazing thing, but I had done it alone. And it left me empty.

Too often, we invest our lives seeking goals that seem important, only to look back and realize we missed the real target.

What are you chasing? Will future-you smile with approval? Hefty salary, thrilling experiences, fancy car, better house, fame, or recognition? Whether you’ve caught some of these dreams or are grinding toward them, here’s a hard truth: the thrill fades. That subtle feeling, that something’s still missing, lingers. We cling to the hope that one of these will fill the gap between us and true happiness, but sadly, it rarely does. 

Money is a prime example. It can do some good, no doubt—but it has limits. Princeton researchers found that emotional well-being rises with income only up to about $110,000 a year (in 2025 dollars).​[4] Beyond that, extra income can provide physical comfort, but it can’t heal the ache inside us.

Still, many believe just a little more will be enough. Bronnie Ware, an Australian palliative care nurse, shared the regrets of her end-of-life patients in her book The Top Five Regrets of the Dying. The most common regret? “I wish I hadn’t worked so hard.” Many, especially men, mourned the family moments sacrificed for paychecks, realizing too late that the trophies they earned were hollow.​[5]

I saw this up close early in my career. A respected boss proudly told me he was “on the cusp of six figures”—his golden goal. He reached it, with a nice promotion, and celebrated. But the elation faded. His marriage faltered, his spirit soured, and he eventually left the corporate world for a year of soul-searching. He had climbed a ladder, only to find it was leaning against the wrong wall.

Fame is the same. Take Jim Carrey—the actor with an elastic face and perfect timing—who said:

“I think everybody should get rich and famous and do everything they ever dreamed of so they can see that it’s not the answer.” 

He had the world’s applause, but the spotlight only lit up his void. Like a young Jim Carrey, many of us chase illusions, mistaking prosperity and prominence for purpose. 

A Cohesive Story of Purpose

If wealth and status don’t bring fulfillment, what does? That question stalked me for years. Occasionally, I’d explore a theory with a friend, skim a philosophy book, tune into a meaty podcast. I considered ideas from Nietzsche, Sartre, Camus. Thought-provoking? Sure. But nothing clicked—until it did.

I realized something simple but profound: I wasn’t broken, I was misaligned. I was looking for meaning in things that could never provide it. As C.S. Lewis put it:

“If I find in myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation is that I was made for another world.”​[6]

That insight nudged me back to something familiar: the Bible. I’d read it, studied it, even memorized parts—but I hadn’t understood it to be a unified map of meaning. But that’s exactly what it is. Sixty-six books, written over 1,500 years by dozens of authors, all telling one story about a God who pursues, redeems, and calls us into a life of love and purpose.

This isn’t just religious sentiment, it’s a pattern that speaks to our core. The Bible doesn’t dismiss our longings; it dignifies them. Its pages pulse with the same questions we ask: Who am I? Why am I here? And its answer is consistent. We’re created for a relationship with God and others, shaped by love.

Love is more than a theme; it’s the backbone of the entire narrative, giving structure and strength to every page. In fact, the word ‘love’ appears over 550 times throughout scripture—a testament to love’s central role in God’s design for humanity.

Far from outdated, the Bible’s vision of love aligns with modern research showing that strong relationships are linked to measurable increases in life expectancy.​[7] Its wisdom isn’t just spiritual; it’s deeply practical. 

Love, it turns out, is not only our meaning; it’s also the means.

Love Defines Purpose

The Bible says we’re made for love. Genesis 1:27 declares, “So God created mankind in his own image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them.” Pair that with 1 John 4:16: “God is love.” If we’re crafted in the likeness of a God who embodies love, then love isn’t just something we do—it’s who we are. 

The Harvard Study of Adult Development backs this up. It tracked people for more than eight decades. One participant, we’ll call him Joe, had a rough start—neglect, divorce, career struggles. But in midlife, he changed. What made the difference? Not money, not status. Researchers say it was his ability to form close, supportive relationships. That ability helped him heal, and flourish.

And it wasn’t just Joe. Researchers saw a pattern. The study’s central finding was stunning:

“The only thing that really matters in life are your relationships to other people.”​[8]

We’re wired for connection. Joy flows when our relationships are healthy; emptiness creeps in when they fade. C.S. Lewis captured it: “We need others physically, emotionally, intellectually; we need them if we are to know anything, even ourselves.”​[9] I feel this myself—I’m steadiest when my key relationships are strong and unmoored when they’re not. 

So, why are we here? 

Love.

It’s what we’re created for, our foundation of meaning, our key to thriving. 

The Great Commands

We need love to feel a sense of meaning and realize our purpose. Scripture, studies, scholars, and our own experience all agree. And we know how to do it, because the entire Bible is a roadmap describing the way. So, all we need to do is live out 550 different scripture passages, every day. Easy enough, right? 

If you’re hoping for something simpler, something that could fit on a bumper sticker... well, I have good news. Jesus gave us a bumper sticker meaning of life, long before there were bumpers. When asked what matters most, He didn’t dodge or complicate it. He gave us a clear, beautiful foundation. In Matthew 22:37-40, He says, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: Love your neighbor as yourself. All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.”

Love God. Love people. 

That’s it. Every law, story, and piece of wisdom in the Bible rests here.

Were you expecting something more complex? Perhaps a lofty mission statement filled with four-syllable buzzwords? Jesus boiled it down, so everyone can understand. Our ‘why’ is simple: love. Love that’s all-in—heart, soul, and mind. A love for God that spills over to those around us. 

He doubled down in John 15:12: “My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you.” Think about it—Jesus didn’t just talk love. He lived it. Washing dirty feet, eating with outcasts, staying close when others bailed. That’s the love He calls us to, and that we’re built for—a real, gritty, present love.

Mother Teresa showed the power of love in action. She didn’t set out to change the world; she simply loved the person in front of her. In Calcutta’s slums, she bandaged wounds, fed the starving, sat with the dying. That was her secret. Love wasn’t a burden or a strategy, it was her joy. One person at a time, she lived out her calling in love, noting, “Not all of us can do great things. But we can do small things with great love.”​[10]

Her example, though extraordinary, reminds us that love is accessible and foundational. When I think of the moments I’ve felt most alive, they always tie back to love. Loving others just feels right, feels like home. Have you felt it too? That alignment, that joy—it’s no coincidence. It’s confirmation that you’re living your purpose. 

So, why are we here? To love God. To love people. When we love, we step into our true purpose. That’s how we thrive.

Reflection Prompt: Ask yourself: Where have I looked for meaning? Has it satisfied me?
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Chapter 2
What Is Love?
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“LOVE IS AT THE ROOT of everything—all learning, all parenting, all relationships.”— Fred Rogers (Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood)

What’s love got to do with it? Everything, if you ask the poets, philosophers, and everyday folks who’ve been trying to pin it down since, well, forever. We’re not the first generation to wonder what love really is—people have been scribbling about it, singing about it, and arguing over it for millennia. From ancient scrolls to today’s self-help books, love’s been painted in a thousand colors. 

Love Across Time and Cultures 

In the ancient world, love was often seen as transformative and unquenchable. Israelite king Solomon explained it as big, bold, and divine, when he said, “Place me like a seal over your heart... for love is as strong as death, its jealousy unyielding as the grave. It burns like blazing fire, like a mighty flame.”​[11] 

That timeless passion has evolved, with modern psychologists and pop songs dissecting love like a science project. Enter Gary Chapman, who in 1992 described The Five Love Languages—words of affirmation, acts of service, receiving gifts, quality time, and physical touch.​[12] His big idea? We all give and receive love differently. His message was wildly embraced in the West, but it missed the mark for many in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. 

Because where we’re born affects how we view relationships and love itself.

In the U.S., it’s mostly about finding ‘the one,’ chasing that head-over-heels feeling. Romantic love takes a front seat, splashed across movies and songs, with personal happiness as the prize. 

Travel through Asia, though, and you’ll find love wrapped in duty and family ties. In Japan, for instance, the concept of amae—a deep, trusting dependence on another—shapes how people connect, especially in close relationships. It’s about reliance, a steady presence. 

In India, arranged marriages are common, built on a love that grows over time, rooted in commitment and shared values rather than passion and butterflies. That commitment extends beyond the marriage relationship; I have one Indian colleague who sends most of his income to his parents. It’s an extreme hardship, but he isn’t resentful; he simply accepts it as part of his obligation to love and respect his parents.

Continue into the collectivism of many African and Latin American cultures, and we see that love stretches wide, embracing not just a couple but the whole village. In southern Africa, for example, the idea of ‘ubuntu’—often translated as “I am because we are”—means love isn’t just between two people; it’s a mesh that connects the community. Your joy is my joy; your pain is mine too. It’s a love that says, We’re in this together.

So, love has been explained in a thousand different ways. Though we may disagree about how precisely to define it, pretty much everyone agrees that love is a really, really big deal. 

Love Isn’t a Rule, It’s a Gift

We need to uncomplicate love. Let’s start by understanding Jesus’ context when he said: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind... and love your neighbor as yourself.”​[13] On the surface, it might sound like a directive, just rules to keep us in line. But Jesus isn’t handing out orders, He’s revealing something. He knows us better than we know ourselves, right? He knows that we’re created for love, that it’s baked into who we are. 

When Jesus tells us to love, He’s not piling on obligations, or asking us to fake it or force it; He’s pointing us toward the life we’re designed to live—a life where we find joy and meaning. He’s guiding us back to our factory settings, the way we’re meant to run. We’re built for love, and Jesus provides the owner’s manual.

And here’s the best part: we don’t have to manufacture love on our own. As 1 John 4:19 reminds us, “We love because He first loved us.” God’s love is the source, pouring into us before we even think to ask. Jesus’ command isn’t a demand to perform—it’s an invitation to tap into that flow. 

It’s less about do this or else, and more about try this and see. 

When we love God and others, we’re not just obeying—we’re stepping into the rhythm of our own design, where love doesn’t drain us; it fills our tank.

This isn’t just abstract theology—it’s a practical truth that shines in the grit of daily life. To illustrate, a 2020 meta-analysis from The Journal of Positive Psychology showed that simple acts of kindness and gratitude—ways we express love—can noticeably lift our happiness and well-being.​[14] Science is starting to catch on to the fact that God designed us to flourish through love.

So, Jesus’ command to love isn’t a burden—it’s a blueprint. It’s Him saying, I know how you’re made, and I’m telling you how to thrive. 

A Path to Joy

When we see love as a gift rooted in how we’re designed, it changes the game. It’s not about muscling through—it’s about letting God’s love flow through us. And when it does, joy multiplies. 

Jesus offered a clue. Recall John 15:12 where Jesus said to love as He loves. Now, look at the verse right before: “I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete.” 

Here, love and joy are intertwined. To love as Jesus loves—selflessly, generously—unlocks a joy that is full, rich, and shared. It’s not a fleeting happiness but a rich, abiding delight that grows as we pour love into others. 

And we don’t need to take Jesus’ word for it, because this phenomenon can be readily observed:

Loving others improves our emotional, spiritual, and even physical health. 

For example, a 2013 study found that acts of kindness, like volunteering, cut mortality risk from stressful events by 30%.​[15] 

Another fascinating case is the Roseto Effect. In the 1960s, the small town of Roseto, Pennsylvania, became a living testament to love’s power. Families gathered nightly, neighbors checked in, and mutual care was woven into daily life. The result? Heart disease was nearly absent—a phenomenon researchers attributed to their strong relationships. This close-knit community flourished not because of diet or exercise, but because love, lived out in connection, shielded their hearts in ways medicine couldn’t.​[16] 

In Roseto, joy spread, showing that loving others amplifies our well-being while enriching those around us. When we live out love, we step into the life we were made for, where joy flows naturally. As the poet Rumi wrote:

“Love is the bridge between you and everything.”​[17] 

Through love, we connect—to God, to each other, to joy itself. 

Who’s My Neighbor?

Let’s now think about who it is that we are to love and connect with. Jesus said, “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Just five words. Sounds simple but was radically expansive in context. 

This wasn’t new language to His Jewish audience; He was quoting Leviticus. The Hebrew word for neighbor, rea’, referred to a fellow community member. It specifically excluded foreigners or enemies outside the covenant community of Israel. If we’re honest, most of us are pretty comfortable with this narrow definition. It’s tempting to picture neighbors as only the people who look like us, live near us, or share our values. We’re wired for this kind of tribal trust; it’s the easiest thing in the world.

But Jesus had a far broader vision of love. When asked to define ‘neighbor,’​[18]  He told the Parable of the Good Samaritan: a priest and a Levite pass by a beaten Jewish man, but a Samaritan—despised by Jews—stops to help, showing compassion across cultural and social boundaries. Jesus’ message is clear:

Our neighbor is everyone, even those we find hard to love.

He drives this home further in John 4, where He engages a Samaritan woman—shunned by others for her past—with a simple question: “Will you give me a drink?” That moment opens the door to a profound conversation about living water and eternal life. Jesus crossed every barrier to show that love sees no limits, and that questions can build bridges where society builds walls.

This radical view of ‘neighbor’ isn’t confined to ancient tales—it’s lived out today by people like Fred Rogers. He once said, “There are three ways to ultimate success: The first way is to be kind. The second way is to be kind. The third way is to be kind.”​[19]
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