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Chapter 3: Lessons from an Unseduced Maverick
My favorite expression is, “Life is short so don’t forget to smell the flowers.” Sadly, most of the people I meet are running in circles so obsessively that they have forgotten how to smell the wonderful things that are within their grasp. In my view, these people are not alive.
This observation has greater relevance today than when I began work on this book more than ten years ago. Originally published as Beating the Success Trap, it was ahead of its time. We were in the middle of an economic boom and everyone was scrambling for a piece of the pie. Today the boom is over. Old-fashioned success is harder to come by and people are more receptive to the ideas in this book.
My thesis is that you have two choices. You can buy into the old definition of success and participate in a living death, or you can create your own definition of success. People think nothing of getting a nose job, a tummy tuck, or even a sex change. Why not a success change?
And how do you get a success change, you might ask? Well, get some popcorn, take off your shoes, and fasten your seat belts because you are about to find out!
Ed Brodow
Monterey, Calif.
While on a recent business trip to New York, I was treated to a sumptuous dinner at the Plaza Hotel by my old college buddy, Alfie Hunt, who had started his own electronics company. After dinner, my generous host and I went for a walk to enjoy the beautiful fall weather. As we stopped outside his posh Fifth Avenue penthouse, Alfie looked at me wistfully.
“You know,” he said, “it would be nice to be really rich.”
I was startled. Alfie was worth at least thirty million dollars at the time of this conversation. Call me crazy, but that seemed like plenty of pocket change to me, so I wasn’t sure how to respond.
“What do you mean, Alfie,” I inquired tentatively, “when you say really rich?”
“Oh, you know,” he replied, “like Warren Buffett.”
Warren Buffett is a multibillionaire, one of the five richest people on the planet. Alfie Hunt is a multimillionaire, but that isn’t enough for him and never will be. No matter how much he achieves, Alfie won’t feel successful. Inside, Alfie is dead.
Alfie is not an isolated case. Millions of people have struggled and sacrificed for the happiness that is supposed to come with success, only to meet with disappointment. Too often they find themselves well into their careers with their creativity stifled and their dreams unfulfilled. Outwardly, they may look like Alfie — prosperous, seemingly content, on top of the world. Inwardly, however, they feel empty and unsatisfied. As the Wall Street Journal observes, “A growing number of the disenchanted are asking: ‘Is this all there is to life?’” This phenomenon is not limited to those with graying hair. Many younger people feel they “bought into a dream, but the dream didn’t give them what they thought,” says the Reverend Greg Cootsona of the Fifth Avenue Presbyterian Church in New York. Even movie stars are not exempt. “I thought that when I became a success, something would change,” confessed Jamie Lee Curtis on a TV talk show. The star of A Fish Called Wanda and True Lies added, “Well, I made it, but nothing changed!” So if conventional success is not the Holy Grail, then what is?
In this culture, success means acquiring riches, fame, status, and power: money to buy, or have the option to buy, the most luxurious material trappings; mention on the evening news; recognition in one’s chosen field; the ability to exercise power over others. These symbols of success are supposed to guarantee happiness and contentment. Instead, our narrow definition of success has trapped millions of unsuspecting people in lifestyles that do not satisfy their real needs and cravings. They have acquired the symbols of success, but rather than feeling successful they are burnt out and disillusioned. “The trouble with the rat race,” observed Lily Tomlin, “is that even if you win, you’re still a rat.” The solution is to quit the race and focus your energy on leading the kind of lifestyle that reflects your needs. It is the quality of your life, not the size of your bank account, that ought to determine whether or not you have made it.
Each of us deserves the privilege of creating our own definition of success that is based on our personal values, not on those we have been brainwashed to accept. This book affirms that it is possible for you to be a success on your own terms, not only functioning as a part of society but actually making a greater contribution to that society as a direct result of having paid attention to your individual needs. Success and individuality are connected. Termites don’t succeed, people do. You will feel successful in direct proportion to how much your life is in alignment with who you really are. To be truly successful is to be able to say, “I spend my time doing what is meaningful to me.”
The proof that this is not just an American issue but a universal one is found in the reactions to Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman, which has fascinated people all over the world since Miller wrote it back in the 1940s. Willy Loman, the play’s tragic hero, spends his entire life trying to measure up to society’s concept of success, only to lose himself in the process. Why are international audiences — whether in Madrid, Oslo, Rome, Athens, or Tokyo — so transfixed by this quintessential American story? The answer is that there are no national boundaries on the issue of personal fulfillment in the modern postindustrial world.
Instead of offering relief, most books on success aggravate the problem by perpetuating society’s myopic definition of what it means to “make it.” Like Willy Loman, we have been brainwashed to accept the party line: fame, fortune, status, power. For some reason, I’ve never been able to do it. I made a decision early in my life that unless I risked doing things my own way, I would never be content. I have refused to settle for less. If something wasn’t working in my life, I changed it. I have transitioned through four careers: sales executive, actor, negotiation expert/motivational speaker, and author. Each of the lifestyle choices that are discussed and encouraged throughout this book have been informed by my own experience and shared with thousands of business executives in my Negotiation Boot Camp® and Success Seminars.
Don’t get me wrong — this life of risk-taking and change hasn’t been easy. For years, my friends and family thought I had lost my marbles. I admit there have been times when even I thought so. But in the end, I have no regrets. My life today is what I have carved out for myself in response to my needs and temperament and worldview. Unlike Alfie, my success is not measured in terms of money, fame, status, or power. I am a success on my own terms, which means this: My day-to-day existence brings me joy and satisfaction. I look forward to getting up in the morning. As the philosopher Joseph Campbell would have put it, I am “following my bliss.”
It is with infinite sadness that I see millions of people around me for whom getting out of bed every day is pure drudgery. My purpose in writing this book is to bring the real causes of their disenchantment and deep suffering out into the open and, in so doing, to encourage readers to follow their own paths to a meaningful lifestyle. The tragic events of September 11, 2001, serve to underscore that life is a gift. This is not a dress rehearsal; you are somewhere between the first and third acts of the real play, which is entitled “Your Life.” To those who were unable to finish the play, the rest of us have a responsibility to live our lives to the fullest. Are you doing that? Do any of the following statements grab you?
• I have all this stuff, but deep down I don’t feel successful.
• Other people seem to have more satisfying, inspiring, and adventurous lives.
• I am in a continual state of wanting and not getting.
• The world appears overwhelming and powerful while I feel small and clueless.
• My life is devoid of joy.
• My life is boring.
• If only I had _____, I’d feel successful.
If any of these statements pushes your buttons, don’t despair. The good news is that in today’s world, where there is more personal freedom than at any time in history, everything you have dreamed about and hoped for is possible. This book will help you to understand why it is so difficult to live the life you really want, and it will offer concrete prescriptive advice on how to overcome the obstacles.
Part One describes how we are caught up in the success trap; it will help you to escape the trap by creating your own personal definition of success; and it will show you how to tap into your intuitive knowledge about what your life ought to be. Part Two exposes the abuse-based thinking that forms an invisible barrier between you and the life you would love to be living; it also prescribes a formula for replacing the abuse in your life with an affection-based support system. Part Three explains how we often give away our power to succeed, and offers practical techniques for reclaiming that power. Part Four will show you how to visualize the lifestyle you’ve always wanted; how to create and implement a success change; and, finally, where to find the courage to act on your convictions.
The new paradigm for success offered in these pages has changed my life, and I hope it will change yours. I believe that if we view success as an individual decision, not as a conditioned reflex, we will live longer, healthier, more fulfilling lives. After reading this book, you may be lucky enough to conclude that the life you are already living is the life you really want to live. If, on the other hand, you are one of the millions who are not so fortunate, you will be armed with the tools to make the necessary changes.
Which brings me to one final point. I believe we must take responsibility for our behavior and the outcome of our lives. Unfortunately, in this culture we seem to be moving away from the acceptance of individual responsibility and moving toward placing the blame on external causes. One example is the idea that personal issues can be resolved by a visit to the drugstore. Instead of dealing with depression — the new epidemic of our affluent age — by attempting to understand and deal with its origins, we are encouraged by the medical establishment and the drug companies to take Prozac, Xanax, Zoloft, Paxil, and their successors. These drugs may be appropriate for some people, but for others they treat the symptoms instead of addressing the underlying causes. By swallowing a pill, we avoid dealing with the real question: If I feel so discontented with my life, why don’t I do something about it?
Ed Brodow
Monterey, California
The following is a story that has been passed down through the national grapevine of jokes and anecdotes:
A businessman is vacationing in a sleepy fishing village in Maine. He meets a local fisherman who is docking his small boat, which contains a few fat fish. The businessman admires the man’s haul of the day and asks how long it took to catch.
“Oh, a couple of hours,” is the reply.
“Why didn’t you stay out longer and catch more fish?”
“Because I already have enough to feed my family.”
“Well,” the businessman continues, “what do you do with the rest of your time?”
“I sleep late, play with my kids, make love to my wife, walk into town every night where I have a glass of wine and play cards with my buddies.”
The businessman hands him his card. “I’m a business consultant. I can help you out. You need to spend more time fishing. Then you could sell off the extra fish and buy a bigger boat with the money. With the income from the bigger boat, you could buy several more boats. If you play your cards right, eventually you could have a fleet of fishing boats and your own cannery. You could then move to New York where you would be able to oversee your growing operation.”
“How long will all this take?” the fisherman asks.
“Twenty years.”
“Then what?”
“Then you would go public and sell your stock for millions.”
“Then what?”
“Then you would be able to retire. You could move to a small fishing village where you could afford to sleep late, fish a little, play with your kids, make love to your wife, and play cards with your buddies every night.”
CHAPTER 1: IF I’M SO SUCCESSFUL, WHY AM I TAKING PROZAC?
[The law of success] says that a failure in society and in business has no right to live. Unlike the law against incest, the law of success is not administered by statute or church, but it is very nearly as powerful in its grip upon men.
Arthur Miller
America is obsessed with success. Through numerous sources, the concept is imposed on us practically from birth. The educational system shames children who don’t measure up and injects them with the notion that the worst label that can be pasted on them is that of failure. In study after study, when young people are asked what they want to be when they grow up, it is not the type of work they stress as important; the salient point for them is that whatever field they go into, they have to be successful at it.
And what do they mean by that? What is the yardstick for measuring success? More often than not it amounts to how rich and famous we are. It translates into a big house in an opulent neighborhood, a magazine-cover spouse, a couple of luxury sedans in the driveway, exotic travel cruises. How many teenagers think the image of success is a person sitting cross-legged on a mountaintop, someone with few possessions but in a magnificent state of serenity? Or a firefighter with a modest home in a middle-class community with a happy family and a dog? Or a single writer living in a small Manhattan apartment who loves the perks of the big city?
Webster’s New World Dictionary confirms the conventional meaning of the word. It defines success as “the favorable outcome of an undertaking or career, or the attainment of a desired goal — especially the gaining of wealth, fame, and rank.” One famous book on success is called Think and Grow Rich by Napoleon Hill. It implies that success can only be equated with riches. Everywhere you turn, the media and the culture bombard you with this view by idolizing Bill Gates, Lady Gaga, and George Clooney, and by downplaying anyone whose net worth adds up to less than seven figures. I don’t buy it.
The purpose of this book is to help you evaluate whether you buy it. Do you know what it really means to be a success, or have you been brainwashed? If you truly want an answer, here is the question to ask yourself: “What is really important to me?” You may come up with a page full of answers to that, but if you pull them all together and distill the common factor, what you will probably arrive at is this: The one thing that is truly important to us all is quality of life. How do you spend your short time on this planet? My theory is that life is just one long weekend and nothing more. It isn’t a decade. It isn’t a year, or even a week. You’re born on a Thursday afternoon, you hit some rush hour traffic trying to get out of town, you have a few good times with sun and ski, and then you die on Monday morning. How much time can you afford to lose between Thursday and Monday? What’s the point of being alive if you don’t make the most of your weekend?
It doesn’t matter how much you earn, or how much you possess, or how many trophies you have won. Life is really about how you spend your time from day to day to day. None of us knows if we’ll run out of money, but we know with absolute certainty that we will all run out of time.
Time is our most important commodity. You sense that you are truly successful when you experience the deep satisfaction and happiness of knowing that right here, right now, you spend your time doing what is meaningful to you. You are able to be yourself in an authentic way and go after what your self wants. If you have reached this point, you can declare with equanimity that you are not wasting your time.
Few people in America can look into their hearts and say that. The more money we make, the more disillusioned we seem to be. A good indicator that this is true is the rise in the number of depressed people. Depression, which is often caused by stress, is characterized by mood swings, reduced energy level, loss of appetite and sex drive, and feelings of guilt or worthlessness. Statistics allege that the percentage of Americans experiencing serious depression at some point in their lives has increased from one percent in 1900 to more than 15 percent today. Some medical sources believe that one in five Americans, including 25 percent of women and 10 percent of men, will face some form of depression during their lifetime. A third of all cases are serious enough to justify medical intervention.
The U.S. News & World Report has suggested that as many as twenty-eight million Americans have taken some form of antidepressant medication. There are twenty-three different antidepressant medications currently available in the United States, including Prozac, Zoloft, Paxil, Luvox, Celexa, Effexor, Adapin, Aventyl, Wellbutrin, and Marplan. They are approved to treat a hair-raising list of disorders including major depressive episode (MDE), obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), panic disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), social phobia/social anxiety disorder, and generalized anxiety disorder (GAD). The most famous antidepressant, Prozac, has been used to treat forty million people in one hundred countries. “Prozac has catapulted depression from an embarrassing illness to a socially acceptable side-effect of increasingly stressful lifestyles,” says Country Doctor.
In fact, according to the Harvard School of Public Health, depression is expected to be the second leading cause of death, after heart disease, in the twenty-first century. And because of job-related stress, say the folks at Harvard, we are facing an epidemic of heart attacks, strokes, ulcers, mental breakdowns, back problems, and severe gastrointestinal disorders.
What this means is that in the middle of the longest period of affluence in history, people are sick and depressed. Or they’re headed in that direction. They are disillusioned by the conventional definition of success. Instead of making them feel successful, society’s vision has left them alienated, unfulfilled, empty, and betrayed. People know that their general malaise not only involves the jobs they don’t love, but also an array of situations, from mediocre relationships to undesirable living environments, which they fell into without really choosing and from which they can’t escape. If this is a nation of happily successful people, how can this be explained?
One of the major reasons the American mood is headed in a downward spiral is what I call the success trap. People are lured into putting all their resources — their heart, soul, effort, and time — into achieving a particular goal by being promised a kind of enduring happiness when they reach it, only to find themselves abjectly miserable years down the line. They work hard to accumulate all the symbols of success, but discover that they are still dealing with the same old feelings of frustration and inadequacy.
How do we get sucked into this trap? I have to admit that when you start out in life, you are outgunned and outnumbered. The culture shepherds people into standard careers before they’ve had a chance to taste life and decide for themselves what they want to do. Consequently, they are denied permission to explore their own route to satisfaction through work and lifestyle. Society discourages people from exploring in a personal way the path they truly want to follow. Instead, they are often guided down a path that is completely unsuitable to their heart’s desire. They are spoon-fed a definition of success that is alien to their core being, and they are too young to understand what is happening to them. This is called social brainwashing.
It all starts here. “Make sure you always have a day job.” Acting out of the best of motives, parents often let their own fears get translated into what they teach their children about life: that people can’t do what they really want and survive. Joseph Campbell was a professor of comparative mythology at Sarah Lawrence College and the author of many seminal works linking mythology to modern life. His ideas, popularized by his book The Hero With A Thousand Faces and the PBS mini-series featuring Campbell’s discussions with journalist Bill Moyers, influenced a generation of thinkers. Campbell’s refreshing thoughts on the meaning of success are exemplified by a compelling story he used to tell. While eating dinner in a restaurant one evening, Campbell overheard a conversation between two parents and their twelve-year-old boy. The father told the boy to drink his tomato juice. The boy refused, saying, “I don’t like tomato juice.” At this point, the mother joined in: “Don’t tell him to do something he doesn’t want to do.” The father snapped back with, “He can’t go through life doing what he wants to do. If he only does what he wants, he’ll be dead. Look at me. I’ve never done a thing I wanted in my whole life!”
In a more subtle way, children pick up the generic values of the family system by recognizing and living up to what is expected of them. One important idea that is communicated is that it would be unforgivable for the children to slip down a peg on society’s economic scale when they grow up. However much money your parents make, it is a foregone conclusion that what you make should exceed that amount.
The push continues with the educational system. Schools tend to operate like personal training seminars for the business world. Teachers act as functionaries of society; either overtly or covertly, they end up espousing its ideals, promoting its values, and promulgating its definition of success. From early childhood you are driven to get good grades so you can get into a good college. Why? So you can get a high-paying job. If your grades fall a little, the threat that hangs over you is: “When you grow up, do you want to flip burgers for a living?” The old carrot and stick routine is widely used. “If you do well, you’ll get to buy all the adult toys Mommy and Daddy have. If you don’t, everyone will look down on you.”
Few movies or television programs show people genuinely being happy with less. Movie stars and sports stars are walking advertisements for the message that you’ll get all you ever wanted out of life if you make oodles of money and get your picture in the paper. Rich and famous people positively glow with success. They radiate the message: “Wouldn’t you like to be like me?” These values are raised to an almost messianic level when they appear as flickering images on a huge screen in a dark movie theater.
The whole idea behind Madison Avenue is to get you to buy more stuff, to spend more money on products, so that you too can project the American Dream. Advertising campaigns suck you in when you’re young and keep you on a string your whole life if they can. Children and teenagers are particularly susceptible to their guile, their skill at convincing us that we need to spend money to have a good life. One classic example of selling the public a bill of goods is the campaign that convinced millions of American teens that they had to wear hundred-dollar sneakers. Another is the one selling them on carrying beepers so they won’t miss a phone call. If you want to see cultural pressure at work promoting the importance of image, just watch teenagers in malls. Their behavior is not subtle.
Once again, this trap is especially effective with young people. As early as the ninth grade, teenagers are sent to career counselors to decide what they want to do with the rest of their lives. They are presented with a range of acceptable choices. In many high schools there is a great deal of competition over getting into the best colleges. I cringe at the recollection of the peer pressure I experienced when competing for high scores on my college boards and the Law School Admission Test. America is not alone in this. In Japan, students go through the worst Exam Hell in the world in order to get into an acceptable university. Some Japanese students commit suicide if they don’t make it.
In the Industrial Age, the work ethic glorifies work for its own sake, not necessarily for the joy or satisfaction it brings. As a male, I had it drummed into me that my identity was based on the work I did; this is a common problem in our culture. It took me years to overcome this confusion. Most of my older friends still suffer from it. Even feminist Susan Faludi acknowledged this in an interview for her book, Stiffed: “These days every young man is supposed to be an Internet billionaire by the time he’s twenty-two or he’s a failure.” In the past twenty years or so, women have become caught up in the same dilemma. In my grandmother’s time, the source of a woman’s disillusionment was being stuck in the home. Today she has the same opportunity as a man to be disillusioned and frustrated in her career.
And don’t be fooled into thinking that the youth of today are any smarter than their parents. The workforce of tomorrow is following in our footsteps. According to a study reported in The Los Angeles Times, 270,000 college freshmen polled in the fall of 2000 listed making money as their chief goal in life. High on the list were also status and recognition. Nobody listed finding their heart’s desire or pursuing goals that were personally fulfilling but would make very little money.
As a young person, you fell into the success trap because you didn’t know any better. You lacked a wide enough perspective to process the input coming your way and then make a conscious decision about whether or not to go along with the program. You had no independent experience of the world and your mind was still forming. Most people go through their entire young adult years caught up in the success trap. They don’t wake up to the snare until they spot their first gray hairs in the mirror. In my opinion, you are not even an adult in this culture until you reach the wise age of forty. Up until then, you lack the life experience to know who you are and what you want.
Once you’ve been sucked into the trap, however, it is hard to get out. For one thing, brainwashing is very effective at hiding its existence. The conditioned mind doesn’t tend to recognize that it is conditioned without some prompting. You may know that your life is a disappointment to you, but you probably think it’s your own fault. You don’t realize that you made the decisions you did because you were conned. You pass the problem off as your own inability to get the most out of life or you pass it on to some incidental cause: “If only I had moved to Phoenix where they have better job opportunities.” “If only I had become an orthodontist instead of an aerobics instructor.”
Let’s say you make it over the first obstacle: you wake up and smell the roses. Something isn’t right here. What are you going to do about it? Not many people jump out of bed one morning and say, “Oh boy! I think I’ll overturn everything I’ve done in my life up till now. Start all over. This will be fun.” Change is regarded as highly stressful and not something you willingly take on. Psychologists have found that when people want to change even the tiniest habit, they encounter great resistance in themselves. Imagine the resistance you will be up against if you want to change something on a grand scale. For some people, it is excruciatingly painful just to admit they’ve been wrong. They cannot bear to say, “Gee, I’ve just wasted the last twenty-five years of my life because I made a wrong turn when I was seventeen.” They cannot come to grips with the admission that they’ve made such a mistake. It is easier for them to justify how they’ve spent their lives than it is to face their errors head on and admit to them. It can take tremendous courage to do this.
Of course, the culture makes it even more difficult to change because of a little trick called golden handcuffs. Golden handcuffs is a nickname for a trap that people don’t, unfortunately, seem to mind being stuck in. Many people cannot be creative and risk even talking about a new lifestyle that would be an authentic match for them because they are so attached to the rich trappings of the lives they are in now. The way they are living may be all wrong for them, but they do love those perks. While it may be difficult to feel sorry for such individuals, they are truly deserving of our pity because they are spending their lives merely fulfilling a destiny they were never meant for, living out dreams they were brainwashed and seduced into believing in. In fact, such a dream is nothing but a silken spider web.
Not everyone wearing the golden handcuffs is rich. For many, there are simply comforts or perks attached to their present lives that they feel they cannot give up. Everyone knows people who could make lengthy lists of what they dislike about their jobs, but who stay because the paychecks are satisfactory and they have their own parking spaces right under their office windows. Perhaps the next job won’t pay as well and perhaps they’ll have to park three blocks away. Yet how much of a sacrifice is it to give that up for work that is far more satisfying when the day is ended? We’ve all heard people who live on one coast complain that they wish they lived on the opposite coast. Why don’t they move? It’s the job market “which is so much more reliable here,” or “my house is almost paid off.” One of the most common complaints is “I have got to get out of this relationship.” I’ve known people who have been with the same mate for years, and for at least half that time they have repeated this tired, hackneyed refrain. The older they get, the harder it is to make a decision because, “I don’t want to be alone at my age.” I’ve even heard, “I don’t want to break up the CD collection.” They seem not to have heard the chorus of people who find themselves unattached at age fifty or sixty and it feels like freedom. For the first time in their lives, these people feel that being single is perfectly agreeable.
Focusing on such minor reasons for refusing to opt for change is a result of not seeing the forest for the trees. The person with the expensive toys has so distracted himself that he fails to see that his overall sense of well being is suffering. The person trapped in a lusterless relationship forgets that being with another person is supposed to bring warmth and love, not just stability. The love is gone, yet they stay anyway.
Let’s say you’ve overcome even this hurdle. You have endured your dark night of the soul and come out fresh and alive in the morning. You have exposed the success trap and you’ve decided to take action. Now you have to face your family. Don’t assume for a minute that they are going to be supportive of your newfound awareness. Their rejection, in fact, may knock you off your feet because you thought they loved you and wanted only the best for you; now it appears they are just holding you back from following your bliss. Don’t despair too much. They really mean well. It’s just that they are threatened by change as much as you are, and they didn’t initiate this one. You did. They aren’t in control. It would be so much more comfortable for them if you would just stop all this nonsense and stay the same old person to whom they are accustomed.
And if the change you are proposing involves a drop in income, you can expect a reaction that is even more charged. Just imagine how delighted your spouse and kids will be if you tell them that they have to move to a smaller house and sell off a few major appliances so you can become self-actualized.
Outright fear is often the primary factor behind their obstinacy. You are announcing that you want to alter the status quo and they feel threatened by it. “What will this mean to me? If she turns this part of her life — and mine — on its head, what else could be overturned? Think of all the things that can go wrong when you fool around with the way things are. Why mess with a good thing?” Being faced with the unknown is highly unsettling for them. For instance, you may want to pick up and move a thousand miles away, and your mother, who has never had one of her children move out of state, starts pulling her hair out: “I did not give birth to you and spend two years changing your diapers just so you could move away!”
And finally, there are your friends. The people with whom you play racquetball, have power lunches, meet down at the bowling alley on Friday night — they will act as if you’ve lost your mind. “You’re going half-time on your job so you can take acting lessons? Are you nuts?” Once again, these people might not have malevolent intentions. They may just be frightened for you. It is inconceivable to them that this harebrained scheme of yours is going to lead to anything but disaster. Then too, it may be threatening to them in an entirely different way. It’s possible that they too have wanted to escape the rat race for years and have been feeding themselves excuses for not doing so. The excuses let them out of having to take risks. If you take the risk and it pays off, their old excuses won’t work anymore, and they will have to face up to a few truths of their own. Your friends and co-workers may end up becoming unwitting collaborators with the forces that are keeping you from being fully alive. When I quit my high-paying corporate job to become an actor, a close friend said to me, “This is just temporary insanity. You’ll get over it.”
Given all these obstacles, how many of us fall by the wayside and don’t put up a genuine fight for our own souls? We label our malady “middle age depression,” and after that it’s just business as usual.
When we do this, we pay a price. The price is burnout, disillusionment, and all too often addiction to some substance that helps numb the pain. Dr. Herbert Freudenberger, author of the book Burn Out, asks, “Why, with all these goals and visible rewards which we as Americans have accepted so unquestioningly, has the result been a singular lack of satisfaction?” His explanation is that we are simply burning out. According to him, a person who has burned out is “someone in a state of fatigue or frustration brought about by devotion to a cause, way of life, or relationship that failed to produce the expected reward.” What he is saying then, is that people are not at their wits’ end because they work too hard or worry too much about money or care too much about their jobs. Burnout results when any of these situations exist along with no payoff.
The great con is that we expect a payoff for all our troubles. People don’t mind doing something difficult for a living if they love it. They don’t mind sacrifice if there is a spiritual reward for it. They can handle trial and tribulation if the result is personal satisfaction. The problem in our society is that whatever the magic goal of all this prosperity is supposed to be, it is proving extremely elusive.
So the most affluent society in history is plagued with rampant discontent. When people are cut off from a personal connection to what they do in life, from being in alignment with who they really are, they become disenchanted, sometimes even bitter, and they end up seeking solace in drugs, alcohol, food, and sex. In extreme cases of mental anguish, they may often resort to violence.
Consider a friend of mine who I’ll call Jim. He was raised in a dismal section of the Bronx. While growing up, all he could think of was keeping up with his brainy older brother who later became a physician. Jim took on responsibility early, marrying right out of college and hiring on immediately with a large conglomerate. He was able to buy a house in an affluent Connecticut suburb and support four children by working long hours. Eventually he moved up to expensive cars, fancy restaurants, the works. Even his teenagers drove BMWs. No doubt about it, Jim had reached a pinnacle.
What was wrong with this picture? The fact that Jim hated his job went largely ignored by him and everyone else. By the time I met him, Jim was having his first drink of the day before noon. Any occasion was an excuse for a drink. “It’s Tuesday. Let’s have a bourbon sour.” He managed to get by at home and at work because he was high-functioning, and he was an entertaining drunk. Nobody could tell a joke like Jim. People liked him, so they let him get away with it.
As time went on, however, his drinking took on dark overtones. One day, I noticed that his wife Julie was limping. I found out they’d had a fight the night before and Jim had hit her in the spine with a golf club. Good old Jim had a problem, and it was spilling over onto his entire family. Shortly after Julie’s injury, their adorable little five-year-old daughter began to stutter. I think the real low point for Jim was the time he was so drunk that he missed the last train home, and spent the night sleeping it off like a derelict on a bench in Grand Central Station.
Even Jim couldn’t hide from his predicament forever. Eventually he was driven to go into Alcoholics Anonymous and get sober. But by then, the long hours and the spent liver had worn him out. He was never quite the same. I would see him on the commuter train looking as if the life had been drained out of him. It seemed that without the crutch of the bottle he could not maintain the facade that all was well. He was still going through the motions, but all of the old liquor-infused enthusiasm had disappeared.
One day in a parking lot, he sadly admitted to me that the two things he had missed out on in life were becoming a stand-up comedian and taking up fly fishing. Alas, he had been too much of a “success” to get around to either one.
Some people do manage to break away from the cultural consciousness. They are the ones who epitomize a personalized version of success that translates into true happiness and satisfaction. One such person was my Uncle Maury. He worked as a motion picture operator and never made a lot of money. Yet I would count him as one of the true success stories I have come across because he enjoyed his lifestyle. He had plenty of free time to go fishing, which was what he enjoyed the most. He would drive home from work, give his paycheck to my aunt, and grab his fishing gear. It was glaringly obvious to me as a boy that Uncle Maury had something special going for him that the traditionally successful members of my family lacked. While the other men were irritable and moody, Uncle Maury always had a smile on his face, an easygoing manner, and a joke to tell. At the age of eighty-five, he still walked with a noticeable bounce in his step.
Another hero of mine was a man whose name I did not even know. I met him when I was twenty-one. My buddy and I were on leave from the Quantico, Virginia, Marine Corps Base where we were stationed. As we headed to New York on the Pennsylvania Railroad, the conductor came by to check our tickets. At first sight, he was a rather ordinary-looking man, under average height but solidly built. His entire job consisted of asking passengers for their tickets and then punching holes in them. That was it. Nothing terribly complicated. Yet this plain man had an air of self-assured competence about him that captured my attention. It caused me to remark to my friend, “That conductor could be a bank president, the way he carries himself.” He was not high up on the totem pole, but he was completely comfortable with his job and with himself.
Many times in the ensuing quarter of a century I have thought about that railroad conductor. For me, he was a living demonstration that success has little to do with fame and fortune. This was a man who felt himself to be successful. He judged it from the inside, not according to outside influences. “You may have a success in life,” Joseph Campbell said in The Power of Myth, “but then just think of it — what kind of life was it? You’ve never done the thing you wanted to do.” If you are following somebody else’s plan, living by their definitions and rules, what kind of life are you having? Can you really call it your own? Are you following your bliss or going along with something you saw in a television commercial?
When you do have the feeling that you have found your bliss, Campbell urges you to “stay with it, and don’t let anyone throw you off.” This is where tenacity comes in. To follow your bliss you don’t have to fight the system, but you do have to negotiate with it. It will place obstacles in your path, and you have to get pretty nimble at side-stepping them. If you don’t, your beautiful long weekend between birth and death will be over before you know it.
One thing that holds a lot of people back from making the changes necessary to break away from the unsatisfying lifestyle they’ve created is a little number called identity. Identity, according to Webster’s New World Dictionary, is the “condition of being a specific thing or person; individuality.”
Identity is one of those things we usually take for granted because it is like the air we breathe. We don’t think about air because it is invisible and it is always there surrounding us. You will find yourself supremely aware of air, however, if you are ever cut off from it. The same is true of having an identity. We take it for granted every minute of the day. We look in the mirror and we see “me.” “Me” is the object — with all its memories, associations, and history — that you take yourself to be. It’s the tag you go by. It is all important. People live and die for it: “I am a Muslim. I hate Jews and I will die to prove it.” What is that if not identity?
When people introduce themselves to others, primarily they are introducing their identity to the other person’s identity. “Hi, I’m Madeleine. I’m a commodities broker.” “I’m Tom. I’m an accountant.” Unfortunately, men especially and women increasingly, wed their identity to what they do in the marketplace. It plays a very large part in how we tag ourselves, and there are a multitude of associations that dictate whether that tag makes us proud of ourselves or ashamed of ourselves. The reason failure in the workplace has such a huge charge is that it affects our entire identity. If we perceive ourselves as failures professionally, for both men and women nowadays, that strikes at the foundation of our sense of worth.
Paul Terhorst, in Cashing In on the American Dream, observed: “The American Way often amounts to masochism rather than pleasure. When we fail at something we’re told to tough it out rather than stop, reevaluate, then switch to something we’re good at.” In our society, we can’t switch that easily. We can’t simply break away from a job where we’ve been sleepwalking for ten years to one that lights a fire inside us. Before we can leave a job, we have to find a way to do it in which we don’t feel like we’re going out in failure, our tail between our legs. This pressure makes it extremely difficult to change when change is necessary.
Terhorst made an interesting discovery for himself. As a consultant working for a Big Six accounting firm, he decided that the central issue was not what he thought he did at work but what he actually did. He posed the question, “What do I do at work all day that is so goddamn important?” When he took a good, honest look at his work day, he found that what he actually did from nine to five was talk on the telephone. Once he stripped away everything else and got down to this one essential activity, he was able to take some of the weight off his shoulders about the importance of succeeding. He could separate himself from his work and weigh other things of value in his life.
Some lip service is paid, in this country, to family values — religion, responsibility to children and community, morality, and so on. But for the most part, the American Dream embraces one value: Become a financial success. To make a free choice to leave the situation you are in, your entire personality structure — that is, all of who you take yourself to be — cannot be threatened by the idea that you will be a failure if you “step down in the world.” It requires courage to take the risk of changing an entire lifestyle, but that courage must stand on a firm ground of self-confidence. You must find an identity that is based upon real substance, not on where you punch your time clock. You are made up of many more parts than your career. Your identity should reflect all of those parts: your likes and dislikes, value system, relationships, sexuality, hobbies, and so on.
In our culture, there are five positions a person can occupy on the success totem pole. These positions indicate not only how much money the person makes, but his attitude about where he is and his level of satisfaction. Success is a state of mind. If you don’t feel successful, you’re not – no matter what your income may be or how famous you are.
Category One: The Rich and Famous
“I’m rich and famous, and I like it!”
Donald Trump is the perfect role model for this category. He grew up in a family that lionized success, and he made his parents’ values his own. It is the old-fashioned, American capitalist definition of success, and it works for him. I’m sure it has never occurred to the man to redefine his values and take a critical look at what being successful has brought him and what it has cost him. In this book, I do not place any judgment on people in this category because their hopes and aspirations are congruent with their goals. There is nothing wrong with being a business executive living in a penthouse overlooking Central Park, and being chauffeured around in a Rolls Royce. However, people who are able to find complete fulfillment through these attainments are in an increasingly dwindling group in this country.
Category Two: The Disillusioned
“I have acquired all the conventional accoutrements of a person who has made it, but I don’t feel successful.”
A classic example is Elvis Presley, arguably one of the most famous and successful people of the last half of the twentieth century. By all accounts, he was also one of the most disappointed in life. He had Graceland, pink and gold Cadillacs, closets full of rhinestone-studded outfits, loyal and adoring fans, and then — death by overdose. He arose from poverty and built a brilliant career so he could acquire all the perks that had been denied to him as a youngster. But whatever meaning and satisfaction he had been looking for, he never found it in the lifestyle he chose. One night as he was ready to go onstage in Las Vegas, someone reportedly said to him, “You look tired.” With an exhausted sigh, he responded, “I’m tired of being Elvis.” He had spent his entire life constructing this creature, and in the end he was stuck with it.
How many people fall into the same trap? They spend their lives constructing something they never wanted in the first place. After such a huge investment of time and money, they don’t feel that they can afford to get rid of the monster. A conventional example is the person who suffered through medical school only to find that she hates the smell of hospitals. She would rather open a primitive art gallery and settle for less money. She is a successful surgeon, but she feels empty inside.
Unlike Category One, Category Two is a growing group. Look around. Millions of new people join this club every day. “Gee, I’ve got a swimming pool shaped like a piano, four Mercedes, and a backyard you could play professional football in, but this just isn’t doing it for me.”
Category Three: The Maverick
“I haven’t made it in society’s eyes, but I experience my life as completely fulfilling.”
Everyone’s favorite example of a person in this category is Mother Teresa. There are thousands of anonymous Mother Teresas out there, people who devote their lives to the service of others but haven’t won a Nobel Prize for it. People like Uncle Maury and the train conductor who find personal satisfaction in arenas not applauded by the culture. They may have few possessions and even less security. Because their values fly in the face of the traditional, materialistic values of modern industrialist societies, they need a strong sense of self to stay on track.
Unfortunately, I don’t know many people who fit into Category Three. My yoga teacher does. I know some actors who do. Perhaps this is the category you belong in and you don’t know it. Many people have nontraditional goals hidden inside themselves that they have never acknowledged or considered acting on. Sometimes that unrecognized side is just waiting to show itself.
Category Four: The Unseduced
“I have all the outer accoutrements of success, but my sense of accomplishment lies elsewhere.”
A good example is Joseph Campbell. His work was so brilliant that eventually it brought him money, respect, and fame, but the true compensation for his efforts came from his deep love of philosophy and mythic concepts. People like this have a strong internal value system that withstands the winds of outside influence and transcends the conventional ego needs of riches and adulation. Like those in Category Three, people in Category Four also need a strong sense of self, but in this case it helps them avoid being seduced by the perks of their success.
Category Five: The Dissatisfied
“If only I could attain everything I dream about, then I would finally feel successful.”
It is a fictional character who best exemplifies this category: Willy Loman in Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman. Willy’s tragedy is that he misses out on every single day of his life by longing for what he will never have. His lifelong mantra starts with “If only...” You can fill in the rest. The “if only” picture is comprised of all those things the culture dangles in front of us that make us feel neglected and left out if we don’t have them. Willy Loman never looks at what he has, only at what others have who are better off, and in his eyes the comparison always diminishes his own value. This is a sure recipe for poisoning one’s life.
Category Five is another growing group in America. In the driveway, they have a perfectly good Honda — slightly dented, yet in perfect working order — but it’s not a BMW, and their least favorite in-laws have a BMW so it’s eating them up inside. Like Willy, they are condemned to a life of perpetual waiting. They go to sleep at night thinking, “If only...”
One way of looking at Category Fives is that they are simply Category One wanna-be’s. They have all the aspirations of the Rich and Famous, but they never made it.
It is quite problematic to be in some of these categories, whereas in others, life is more harmonious. People in Category Three (Mavericks), for example, generally report high levels of satisfaction and happiness, even though they often spend their time in the midst of human suffering. People in Categories One (The Rich and Famous) and Four (The Unseduced) seem to be mostly satisfied with their lifestyles and content with the paths they have chosen. The most suffering occurs in Categories Two and Five — the Disillusioned and the Dissatisfied. These are the people who torment themselves because their perceptions of happiness do not match up with the lives they have created for themselves. If you want to avoid these categories, instead of taking Prozac, the solution is to re-engineer your lifestyle so that it does reflect your personal desires. But first you would do well to understand the images of success that are promulgated by our culture. The next chapter will help you to appreciate how you may have been taken in by those images.
CHAPTER 2: THE IMAGES OF SUCCESS
Each of us tends to think we see things as they are, that we are objective. But this is not the case. We see the world, not as it is, but as we are — or, as we are conditioned to see it.
Stephen Covey
“Lives of quiet desperation.” What does that mean and why does it seem to apply only to the modern world when the struggle for survival is not as desperate for most people today as it has been throughout history? In other words, if life isn’t that hard, what do we have to be desperate about?
More than ever, our modern middle-class-plus lifestyle has led us to the expectation of a rather constant state of happiness. And we are happy — sort of. It is a particular kind of happiness, one that’s been sculpted by cultural mores and then sold to us one image at a time. Fundamentally, the sales pitch goes like this: “Make sure you look good. If you look good enough, feeling good will follow.”
I call this image-based thinking. The pressure is to create the image of a life that commands respect and envy and that causes others to want to emulate you. Much of our activity is directed towards this end. The promise is that if you do this, you will achieve a kind of permanent satisfaction. In advertisements, they don’t tell you that the satisfaction you will receive from buying an Armani leather belt will only last a few hours, and then wear off. The suggestion is that the benefits will go on and on. Not only will you feel luxurious when you wear the belt, but it will convince others to see you as a prosperous, vital, and valuable person, and you can take their word for it that you have improved as a human being.
But it doesn’t work. On a very deep level, we are missing the satisfaction that was promised. We have been handed a series of manufactured images of success and essentially been told, “Just attain this image and all your needs will be met.” Ultimately, however, we must learn to distinguish the ways in which we have misled ourselves to believe that we are meeting our own needs, when in reality we are simply acting out our conditioning.
The reason we pursue these images is that they are a blind attempt to satisfy our needs and act out our values. But because the image is a false one, the pleasure that results from chasing it can only be superficial. This accounts for the millions of seemingly successful people who do not feel successful. Yet the needs themselves are entirely legitimate and should be pursued. What, then, is the answer? The answer is to sort out the real from the false, to discover what the real need is that we are pursuing and to understand what, in that image, is fooling us.
What the image really represents: When someone says he wants to be successful, what he really means is that he wants to feel good about himself, and, to do that, he must go after some major achievement. As long as he isn’t successful, he is condemned to some form of self-loathing because his inner world is filled with disapproval and reproach. Hence, he becomes the classic over-achiever — a driven, ruthless pit bull. He is compelled to do whatever is necessary to be a success because the alternative is so unacceptable. A person with high self-esteem, in contrast, is far more relaxed. Because he possesses the basic trust that he is intrinsically worthy, he does not have to do anything to gain that worth. It doesn’t mean he thinks he is perfect and that’s why he is worthy. He has strengths and he has weaknesses, which he acknowledges, but he is able to take himself as he is.
Aligning the image with reality: The confusion that arises from this image comes from the fact that people who appear successful according to all the outward trappings seem, for all intents and purposes, to possess an abundance of self-esteem. They flash big toothy smiles on the golf course, they are well groomed, and they kind of strut about as if they think the world of themselves. Don’t let it fool you. In the absence of true self-esteem, take away the outer trappings and the person’s sense of worth collapses. It was a house of cards all along. External success can never take the place of true self-esteem because the feelings of well being depend on outward sources to prop them up. The person only likes himself for what he has done, not for what he is. The guy on the golf course with the set of gold-plated clubs may actually be lonely, dissatisfied, and depressed, and in a continual battle with himself to fight off those feelings. How does he do it? Bring in another new account or buy a new Mercedes. Ironically, the only way he can really combat those feelings is to cease his compulsive drive for success and find his intrinsic excellence. Once a person accomplishes this truly worthwhile goal, it is amazing how few of the old trappings he still needs.
What the image really represents: The desire to be rich often represents a deeply felt need for security and safety. Many people who are obsessed with making money fear that disaster is right around the corner. They perceive the world as an unsafe place where misfortune can fall upon them at any moment. Somewhere along the way, they formed the idea that money will protect them from destruction — or at least buy them out of it. This kind of fear is carried straight out of childhood. For a child to develop into a strong and confident adult, he needs parents who provide a certain amount of predictability, safety, tranquility, and orderliness. If, however, the early environment is hostile or chaotic, the child’s entire nervous system is on edge; his defenses are on constant alert, scanning the horizon for danger. When parents are cruel, neglectful, or unfair, they foster the perception that the world is the same way. Hence their children’s need for guarantees, for enough money to protect them from all the unforeseen threats lurking behind every bush.
Aligning the image with reality: When asked what he thought people really wanted to know about the universe, Albert Einstein answered that they wanted to know if it was benevolent. It appears that he believed it was. That does not mean it is a perfectly safe place. What we can come to see, though, is that it is usually safe enough, and that is a reality that we must, and can, live with. No amount of money can insulate us from misfortune, for many events are outside our control. What we can do is acquire the confidence in our own ability to muster our inner resources in the face of uncertainty so that we can deal with whatever occurs. The following is a very big idea, but many self-realized people have come to embrace it: The universe is unfolding exactly as it should. People who acquire this attitude have more equanimity and strength than those who try desperately to hold onto the myth that their money will somehow make them safe. And with that equanimity, they are freer to perceive and pursue the abundance that is all around them rather than fret about scarcity.
What the image really represents: This person really wants attention, recognition, acceptance, appreciation, admiration, and prestige. Her idealization of fame is that these prizes are all in the golden package that fame will bring her. She must have the adoring attention of others because without it she feels an empty pit inside her the size of a canyon. This canyon is a hole in her sense of self. Where there should be a sense of self, there is feeling of emptiness instead, a feeling that seems intolerable to most people. They must cover it up. The only thing that seems to blanket it is the continual mirroring from others telling them they really are “somebody.” That hackneyed old phrase, “I wanna be somebody,” can be taken literally in the case of people with a wound to the sense of self. Inside, no one is there. Psychologically, all real inner growth is based on the perception of a self, and without it there is no inner worth or strength. Whatever strength this person possesses, whatever acceptance she feels for herself, comes only from other people. She, herself, is helpless and impoverished. When this person was a child, she was either ignored completely or she was “seen” only for how well she performed (“They only applauded when I tap danced”), or she was appreciated only for how well she paid attention to her parents’ needs. Her own needs went largely unacknowledged. The deeper the feeling of invisibility to oneself, the greater the need for the grandiose attention that only fame can bring.
Aligning the image with reality: Unfortunately, what most famous people find out is that no amount of attention fills such emptiness. The more they get, the more they need. They are just as attention-hungry when they are on top as when they were on the bottom. In fact, the dependency often grows, for the more the person depends on external support, the emptier she feels inside. When she is alone in her room after the applause stops, she still feels “there is no me.” We cannot change the childhood that made us who we are, but we can change the inner child we have now. We can re-parent ourselves and find the inner essence that seems to have been lost so long ago. In fact, it never went away, it only went into hiding. The good news is that we live in an age when we are not stuck with our inadequate childhoods. There are therapists who can help us heal, even from the deepest wounds. The only real solution to the need to escape the merry-go-round of emptiness and dependency is to dig deep within ourselves and address the original wound. It takes courage, but it helps to remember that you’re not a helpless child anymore. You are an adult with strength, wisdom, and resources.
What the image really represents: This is a person who actually feels quite helpless and has to offset the feeling with brute force, either physical or emotional. He seeks to cover up his weakness with an appearance of invulnerability. He seeks to remedy feeling paralyzed by being in absolute control. Clearly, then, acting out the need for excessive power is compensatory behavior. The telltale sign that behavior is compensatory is that there is no finish line. Whatever new tier of power the person rises to, he already has his sights set on the next tier. He is always moving on to the next battle because he cannot settle his inner fear that he is, in reality, an invalid, and that if he stops concealing it, everyone will know. Then he will feel truly vulnerable.
Aligning the image with reality: For the power-hungry adult, disappointment sets in when he discovers that exercising power over others does not really compensate for the vulnerability he experienced growing up. What he really craves is not to be impregnable or to possess superhuman strength, but simply to feel that his life is not running away with him, that he has some control over it. Often, the things he feels he has the least control over are his own emotions, impulses, and behavior. When a person doesn’t call the shots in these areas, he really will feel impotent. If you are someone whose sense of powerlessness is a remnant from an abused childhood, it will help to recognize that you are not a child anymore. You may think you know that, but do you know it deep down inside yourself? The unconscious mind, where secrets and memories are locked away, is not aware of the passage of time. To that vast part of our minds, we are still children — helpless and choiceless. But now we’ve grown up, and now we do have the power to make our own choices. If, however, you are someone who is intoxicated by the feeling of power you have over others, you will probably not be highly motivated to face your hidden weakness. In fact, if you are using your superficial power over others expressly to avoid confronting your own vulnerability, it is your way of propping up a false sense of impregnability. The problem is that in the process of kidding yourself, you are ignoring your own real needs. Your focus is always outward — “Who can I control now?” — but needs are internal. After a while, you will go dead inside. You live in a penthouse with all this wealth and power, but you don’t know who you are. If you are not living from inside yourself, you are living as a shell, and if you quietly tune in to your experience, that is exactly how you will feel — like a thin, brittle shell and nothing else.
If you are steeped in compensatory behavior of any kind, it means you are trapped into filling false needs, and that can only mean that you are ignoring your real needs. Because you aren’t facing the real needs squarely, you simply cannot fill them. Clearly there can never be any sense of fulfillment in such a life. There is definitely something wrong, but you’re not fixing it because you’re not facing it. A person who has cancer and goes about saying, “No I don’t, it’s just normal aches and pains,” does not take the steps he needs to cure himself. In effect, he fools himself until he dies, and he ends up being a victim of his own avoidance techniques. The comparison is an apt one because if you don’t fill your emotional needs, you die in another way.
What the image really represents: Many people use their home as a form of inner support, a place of comfort and respite from a cold world. Their home, in effect, is like a large womb. The subconscious association is like the primal, merged state of an infant with its mother, a place where all the infant’s needs will be met automatically, where she will be nurtured and loved unconditionally. It is the proverbial Garden of Eden, and it is a state we all secretly would like to return to because it was filled with comfort and bliss. For those who were fulfilled as infants and children, this desire does not take over their lives. But for anyone with cold, uncaring parents, anyone who felt utterly adrift and unloved, finding a substitute for this merged state can become a mission later in life. Without realizing what she is really after, she endlessly searches for a dream house or some other substitute because it holds the hidden promise of all those yearned for qualities.
Aligning the image with reality: A house is a physical structure without any innate warmth or feelings. It cannot substitute for the mother we didn’t have, yet desperately wanted. It can never meet those deep internal needs to be loved, protected, and accepted. If you take an honest look at the type of needs and associations you have with a dream house, you will find out what your actual expectations are from four walls and a roof. But how can a house meet these needs? Needs are internal. You cannot compensate for being out of touch with who you really are and what you really need by creating an external reality, no matter how perfect or charming it looks, no matter how elegant the architecture or how beautiful the decor. Until you can accept yourself, until you learn to find a genuine place within yourself where you feel loved, you will never feel settled or truly comforted by a home. Once you do find that inner peace, you will perceive the world in general as a more loving place. When that happens, the whole world is your dream house.
What the image really represents: This person is seeking a sense of belonging, of human warmth, of social connection with people, all of which were probably missing in her upbringing. Perhaps she was an only child, or the people in her family were disconnected from their feelings and unable to reach out to each other. She grew up feeling isolated and without any sense of where she really belonged in life. She is not able to tolerate being alone, even for short periods; she must always be surrounded by people, and longs for a family of her own so she can find her place in the world. A person with an excessive need for social contact often reflects the fact that she feels fragmented and disconnected on the inside. Her mind is not connected with her heart or body, and she uses social contacts to keep herself feeling intact. Whenever she is alone she feels isolated, but it is because she does not have a relationship with herself. As a substitute, she is trying to have a relationship with everyone else.
Aligning the image with reality: A brood of kids running around the house will not banish genuine feelings of isolation. The noise may deflect your attention from those feelings, but they’re still there. Because you haven’t faced them, you do not know how to deal with what you don’t like about yourself, with your insecurities, or with your perceived shortcomings. You continually use being with others as a way to avoid solitude and the dawning sense of reality that usually comes with it. Instead of having a loving, peaceful family, many in this category find themselves at odds with their loved ones, bickering constantly and feeling that they are always attending to everyone else’s needs but never getting their own met.
Friends of mine sought to end the fighting in their marriage by having a child, as though its presence would bond them together. It only drove them further apart because they were two people who felt fragmented and needy and were looking for someone else to patch them up. A child is not a fixer or a mediator between two people who are at war. Children have demands of their own, and this usually exacerbates the existing problems in a marriage instead of solving them. If you are trying to use others to avoid the feeling that you don’t belong anywhere, it will never work. It is just another avoidance technique. You must go through a process of reconnecting with yourself, and find the courage to deal with your real issues. You cannot continue to use others as an excuse to avoid this essential task. Before you can ever really feel that you belong with other people, you have to belong to yourself. Creating a large family is no guarantee of love, warmth, and belonging. Belonging is a state of mind.
What the image really represents: This individual is simply seeking the freedom to live her own life — right now. In her mind she is saying, “Life doesn’t begin until I stop working. When is there ever time for me?” This person is highly cognizant of how much time she is spending in the workplace and feels it is a drain on her life’s energy and creativity. She has a plan, in her head if not on paper, to do all the things that she believes would leave her more fulfilled, and it eats away at her that they must continually be put on hold. She receives stray faxes from travel agencies offering her timeshares in Hawaii, and she cannot accept. She watches people who have made savvy investments who have stopped working nine-to-five and can take off on adventures whenever they want. Every morning when the alarm goes off, she feels she is about to waste another day. Short of winning the lottery, the only way she can visualize beginning her “real” life is to retire early. Only then can she relax.
Aligning the image with reality: This person is looking for freedom; to her, work is the antithesis of that. Work has such a negative connotation for her that it is held up as the one thing depriving her of freedom, relaxation, and ease. Instead, it is consigning her to a life of drudgery. This is an excellent example of how fantasy conflicts with reality. Most people who long for retirement have no idea of the trap that is awaiting them. The freedom they crave, once they have all the time in the world to pursue it, can seem like a vast empty space that needs to be filled. Without something meaningful to do, the person can undergo a profound period of alienation and emptiness. Depression is not far behind. What is a person supposed to do when she is not engaged, when she has nothing left to be passionate about? If you want to have a real life, you have to start now. You have to stop idealizing retirement as an idyllic condition, and seek fulfillment in such a way that it can be realized in the present moment and on a daily basis. Remember, life is just a long weekend. Do you really want to wait until Sunday night before you start to enjoy it? If you feel your job is depriving you of this, it’s time to take a look at the job itself, not at escaping from it. People who love what they do will tell you that what they do is not work.
What the image really represents: This person is looking for excitement and stimulation. He feels that his potential is being underutilized, that his creativity is being stifled, and as a result he is, frankly, bored. The lack of an engagement that occupies his attention in a meaningful way leaves him fidgety and anxious. “What’s next?” he continually asks himself. Some misguided people of this type turn to drugs or drink, or seek out thrills. Often this kind of heightened need for excitement hides a deeper problem. The person cannot sit still in a chair with nothing to do because there are too many issues he would have to face in himself, and there would be nothing to distract him from them. He does not know it, but his worst fear is that if he does face them, he will be devastated by the experience. This means he has no faith in his own inner strength and resources. He may think of himself as a big risk-taker, but bungee jumping off a skyscraper is a walk in the park compared to facing one’s own inner demons. All the while the person is proving to the world how brave he is, how unafraid in the face of danger, the one thing he is most afraid of is inside himself, and he will do anything rather than turn his attention inward and deal with it. External stimulation or the sedation of drugs provides a distraction from his real fears. It is his way of turning away from reality and losing himself in meaningless pastimes.
Aligning the image with reality: According to psychologist Abraham Maslow, as long as human beings are able to satisfy basic needs for food, sleep, sex, safety, love, and self-esteem, they will move in the direction of growth and self-actualization. In Maslow’s famous “hierarchy of needs,” the most important human need is the need to be self-actualized; all others are subsumed by it. A person’s real drive is to grow and explore his own potential. But he cannot do this unless he uses all of himself. If he cuts himself off from the parts he doesn’t like, if he turns a blind eye to the side of himself he doesn’t approve of or is afraid of, he is operating like a person with one arm and one leg. It’s hard to run a race that way. And yet people try to do it all the time and then wonder why they feel so thwarted. These are the people who feel a constant need for superficial stimulation. They are bored because nothing they do seems to use all of themselves. Even those who march excitedly off into the wilds of Africa to “find themselves” are off track, and they return vaguely unfulfilled. My experience of people who are always trying to find themselves is that they do not really want the “self” that they are. They want the self they think they should be. Instead of searching for thrills in distant places and searching for a self that doesn’t exist, try staying home — in every sense of the word. Who you really are is right here and right now. You don’t have to go anywhere to find it. The hunt for excitement, when it is nothing but a diversionary tactic, can only turn to disillusionment. The thrill always fizzles out because it was an illusion in the first place.
If you accept the validity of these images, every time you feel unsatisfied your interpretation will be that it is because you haven’t pursued the image enough. Since the answer lies in the image, if the plan isn’t working (as evidenced by the fact that you aren’t happy yet), it must mean that the image has more to offer than you have so far gained. If you aren’t successful, for example, it must mean that you should endeavor to achieve more.
There was a magazine cartoon of a penguin trying, unsuccessfully, to fly. It was flapping its tiny, inadequate wings and getting nowhere. His companion said he knew what the problem was: His friend just wasn’t flapping hard enough. Of course, the truth is that penguins simply can’t fly; it doesn’t matter how hard they flap. But if a penguin believes that his attempt to fly really should work, he will spend half his life “trying a little harder.” If he pursued his real life in the water, he’d be catching fish and he would be a happy, satisfied bird with a full stomach. How many rich people are desperately unhappy, yet stubbornly go on and on and on trying to make more money?
I am not saying there is anything intrinsically wrong with having a guiding image to aim for in life, but it is valid and useful only if it is not a compensation for something lacking — if it is, in fact, in alignment with your real needs. To be successful, you must bring the qualities that your inner self needs into your external life without becoming enmeshed in an image that distorts your original intention. This only underscores the saying, “Be careful what you wish for. You might get it.” (Chapters Four and Five will tell you how to identify those real needs.)
The fallacy inherent in each of the above images is that they are fantasies. They don’t reflect reality at all, but either a familial or cultural idea of what a human being should aim for. In spite of this, these images are seductive because they play right into a person’s deepest needs for security, acceptance, recognition, a sense of belonging, personal power, support and comfort, relaxation and stimulation. You experience unrequited longings inside yourself, and then: Bingo! Along comes this glittering image that promises to satisfy these longings. So you grab on to this image for dear life. To avoid being seduced by an image that can only satisfy your needs in the most superficial of ways, you must acknowledge and understand the real need that is calling out to be recognized. And then you must be creative, original, and true to yourself in how you choose to fill it.
The world makes it easy for us to be pulled by the nose in dozens of different directions, all the while missing out on what we are really searching for. We don’t even realize that we are looking in the wrong corners for life’s prizes, and we fail to recognize how much precious time we are wasting in pursuit of false goals while our real goals go unnoticed. Once we do see through our delusions, once we stop being pulled in all the wrong directions and decide to face the issues that stand between us and our real needs, we are finally in a position to look at what the elements of a successful lifestyle are. Only then can we evaluate where we are on track and where changes need to be made. In the next chapter, I will reveal some of the changes I’ve experienced and the lessons they have taught me.
CHAPTER 3: LESSONS FROM AN UNSEDUCED MAVERICK
If you say, “This is what I really want to do and I am going to pursue it,” then you will find that something miraculous takes place. You may have to go hungry, struggle to get through, but you will be a worthwhile human being, not a mere copy, and that is the miracle of it.
J. Krishnamurti
I could easily have ended up like my friend Jim, the alcoholic. I too was brainwashed to believe that success meant marrying a beautiful woman, having so much money you’d need an armored truck to carry it all, and owning a majestic house with a wide expanse of grass out front. Professionally, I wanted to become a trial lawyer and win a series of exciting legal battles. This image was exemplified for me by the television lawyer Perry Mason, who never lost a case.
As I reflect back on my formative years, the one word that pops up is “Dickensian.” I grew up on the mean streets of Brooklyn in a neighborhood known as Bedford-Stuyvesant. It was the largest black community in the country, and we were white. The black kids were always ganging up on me. “Hey, white boy” became my nickname. The constant threat of violence was terrifying. Visually, it was a depressing landscape of rundown brownstones and tenements that reflected the poverty and despair of the inhabitants. Not a day went by when I did not think about how I was going to escape from this squalor by becoming rich and famous.
We didn’t know it back then, but today my family would be referred to as dysfunctional; in our case this was typified by self-destructive, passive-aggressive behavior and a lack of communication. My parents were divorced when I was two, remarried each other when I was six (I was the best man at my parents’ wedding), then split up again when I was seven. After that, I only saw my father six or seven times until he died thirty-two years later. My mother and I moved in with my grandparents. We had very little money coming in and we never knew whether next month’s rent would be paid. We lived on the edge. A feeling of imminent doom hung in the air.
There was love in our family, but there was also a great deal of emotional abuse. My father was so uncomfortable and gruff during our few interactions that I was afraid of him. I have two clear memories of my father. When I was six, we went to a restaurant for dinner. Afterward, as we went for a walk, I tried to hold his hand but he refused, claiming that it was not a masculine thing to do. On another occasion, he bought me a bicycle. After only a few minutes of instruction in how to ride, I didn’t pick it up immediately, so he walked away — leaving me feeling totally inadequate. To this day, I do not know how to ride a bicycle.
In my grandparents’ home, major arguments were a daily occurrence. My grandmother would berate my grandfather, who would return the favor. My mother was manipulated by her mother and would attempt to manipulate me in return. Years later my mother confessed that her mother had never loved her. In that moment I realized that everyone in the family hated everyone else.
Although I received constant praise and affection whenever I achieved good grades, on most other occasions I was on the receiving end of sarcasm and ridicule. I would be praised for an “A” in math, but ridiculed because I couldn’t repair a broken light switch. It seemed I had all sorts of shortcomings that were patently obvious to my mother and grandmother, but the nature of these shortcomings I could only guess at. My family mostly projected their own failings onto me. The only thing I knew for sure was that if I continued to achieve, I would be loved.
My family subscribed without reservation to the classic definition of success. Even though they weren’t rich and famous, they unloaded that expectation onto me. As an only child, I found the pressure to achieve and succeed overwhelming. One of my family’s values was education, so I focused on academic achievement as the way to satisfy their expectations. It was taken for granted that I would live up to my high I.Q. by distinguishing myself at school. Fortunately, I usually made good grades, so I was touted in the family as the up-and-coming Messiah of Success. But I always had the sense that the affection coming my way was strictly contingent on performance.
With this strong motivation for achievement, I worked my way through college as a toilet cleaner, waiter, construction worker, and elevator operator. The highlight of those four years was being on the debating team. This was an activity at which I excelled; my partner and I came in sixth in a national debating competition. My success as a debater spawned my ambition to become the greatest trial lawyer since Clarence Darrow. In this endeavor, the men in my family were a great influence on me. Although my father was never around, the two strong father figures in my life were my grandfather and my Uncle Teddy. One was a prominent politician and the other a Harvard-trained attorney. I tried to follow in their footsteps and obtain a law degree, but the truth was that I hated law school. I remember going to see Uncle Teddy one day. He was sitting in his office with his law partner when I told him that law school was worse than boring, and I just wanted to blow my brains out.
“You’re bored,” Uncle Teddy said. “So what?”
“I can’t spend my life doing something I don’t like.”
The two men exchanged a look, and my uncle’s partner said, “Do you think we like what we do?”
I couldn’t believe my ears. In spite of their criticism of my so-called youthful obstinacy, I swore that I wasn’t going to repeat their self-sacrifice. But my decision wasn’t going to be easy. The pressure from my family and friends to finish law school was intimidating. I found that I was critical of my own dislike for law school. “Not finish? There must be something seriously flawed in my personality,” I suspected. The love my family had doled out to me was conditional upon my continuing to achieve. I had succeeded in internalizing this emotional abuse, and was now directing it at myself. Life is what we perceive it to be, and I perceived myself as a failure.
It was tough breaking away from the need to achieve, with which I had been brainwashed. I managed to extricate myself from law school only because I had no choice; something inside me was stronger than the brainwashing, and it refused to act on what it intuitively knew was wrong for me. Yet the stigma of being a dropout clung to me for years. The feeling of shame was so great that I remember thinking, “I would like to leave the planet.” That was not feasible at the time, so I did the next-best thing. I joined the Marines.
My crime was not achieving according to expectations. The sentence was no less harsh for being self-imposed. It was 1967, the height of the Vietnam War. The average lifespan in Vietnam for a marine lieutenant was about twenty-one seconds. Forty of the young men with whom I trained at Officers Candidate School in Quantico, Virginia, lost their lives that year. The Marine Corps earmarked me for duty as a forward observer; of all the jobs in the Corps, forward observer is arguably the most dangerous. The F.O. commands a small unit that goes ahead of the infantry, locates the enemy, and radios back the map coordinates so the artillery and air support know where to direct their fire. If the enemy doesn’t finish you off, friendly fire is likely to do the trick. My family evidently was correct — my failure to achieve had landed me in a world of hurt!
Well, as you probably have guessed, I survived. Ironically, my childhood allergies surfaced at a most opportune moment. Before they could ship me to Vietnam, I landed at Bethesda Naval Hospital where they found I was allergic to grass, trees, dust, pollen, and air-mold. I was given a medical discharge.
At this point in my young life, three lessons had surfaced. First, I had come face to face with one of my best traits: I refuse to settle for being miserable. I am compelled to be proactive. Second, I realized for the first time that life doesn’t always follow a safe, predictable path; one has to improvise. Success, if it occurs at all, must be pursued through trial and error. Third, my flirtation with death in the Marine Corps gave rise to the image of life as just a long weekend, which has served as a constant reminder that each day should be lived to the fullest.
Now that I was a civilian again, I was able to accept that the legal profession and I were not good marriage material. However, that did not deter me from seeking the hen that would lay the golden egg. I went right on with the program, only venturing down a different road. I decided to make my fortune selling computers. By the age of thirty, I had an office on the sixtieth floor of 30 Rockefeller Plaza, one of the most distinguished buildings in New York City. While working my way through college cleaning toilets at night in Rockefeller Center, I had sworn that someday I would have an office in 30 Rock. And so I had done it. My view was dazzling. From the window I could see all of New York as far as the Verrazano Bridge. My desk was huge, the surroundings plush. The high-speed elevator to my floor positively hummed the sound of success.
What was wrong with this picture? I had money, but no time to spend it. I had a home with a lawn, but I was allergic to grass. I had an office with a view, but found I was afraid of heights. The problem with the great dream I had fulfilled was that it had never been my own. It had been Uncle Teddy’s all along, in spite of the different spin I had put on it.
One day while having lunch with the executive vice president of the conglomerate for which I worked, a scene from the movie Man in the Gray Flannel Suit flashed before my eyes. Sitting across the table from me was a man who occupied the kind of position to which I still aspired. Yet he was a gray little man in a gray little suit telling gray little jokes while nursing a gray little ulcer. I remember thinking that day, “Don’t let this happen to you.” I returned to my eagle’s nest office, locked the door, and turned the chair around to face my rarified view of a world that was supposedly at my feet.
We must all have a pocket of wisdom within us, for at that moment from the depths of my mind there arose a defining question: “What if your doctor told you that you have only six months to live? How would you want to spend that time?” The very first thing that occurred to me was that I would not want to spend it working in the computer business. Surely my destiny lay elsewhere. The natural question to follow was: “Well then, what would you like to do?” This one was not as easy to answer, and some time would pass before I could. What I did know then was that this was a major moment in my life.
I often wonder if my buddy Jim ever had such a defining moment. Did it hit him in the face at a specific time and place that what he had was not what he truly wanted for himself? If that moment did come to him, did he let it pass him by? Did he then start drinking to numb his pain and to avoid answering the mega-question: “What is my life for?”
It is easy enough to walk away from difficult questions like this. The Dalai Lama, in his book The Art of Happiness, says that avoiding things only provides temporary relief. However, he says, if you can confront your suffering directly:
You will be in a better position to appreciate the depth and nature of the problem. If you are in a battle, as long as you remain ignorant of the status and combat capability of your enemy, you will be totally unprepared and paralyzed by fear. However, if you know the fighting capability of your opponent ... then you’re in a much better position when you engage in the war. In the same way, if you confront your problems rather than avoid them, you will be in a better position to deal with them.
On some level I must have understood the Dalai Lama’s message, because I was unrelenting in my pursuit of an answer to the crucial question I had asked myself. I spent a great deal of time alone contemplating it. In the end, I had my reward. Instead of letting my uncle or grandfather or the rest of the world be the author of the rules I would live by, I wrote my own rules. I became my own inner authority, defining for myself what success meant for me, and, more importantly, what it did not mean. Kurt Vonnegut wrote in Timequake: “We are here on earth to fart around. Don’t let anybody tell you any different!” It is a seemingly simple statement that has had profound meaning for me. The rules I wanted to live by allowed for more free, open, and creative time. I had served in the Marine Corps and knew all about days that were so structured it felt like I had a steel rod up my backside. I could not see conducting the rest of my life that way.
I also began to find that I was not limited to one career or one approach to life. It was all an adventure — if I had the courage to walk through the doors of opportunity as they opened to me. By asking myself the question, “What if you had only six months to live?” I had opened the first door on my own, and had loosened my consciousness to embrace a more expansive view of life.
We can all ask ourselves one pertinent question that opens our consciousness. Perhaps the one I posed for myself will not be the right one for every person, but the one we all have to answer sooner or later is: “What am I living for?” Is it for a bowl of cornflakes in the morning? Payday? Fridays? Getting through an upcoming tax audit? A sale at Bloomingdales? Joseph Campbell said that instead of worrying about why we are here, we need to focus our energy on the simple experience of being alive. He called this “following your bliss,” which by now is a rather famous phrase. But how many of us know what it means? Bliss is not merely garden variety happiness. It is a kind of spiritually tinged joy, and it is inner directed. When you are able to act on your own definition of success, you can experience bliss. When you have a healthy balance between work and free time, you open yourself up to bliss. When you do the work you were meant to do, you invite bliss in.
We are distracted by so much clutter in the contemporary world that it’s hard to remember the joys of simplicity. In a way, it’s all very simple: There is one moment, then there is another, then there is another. And so on. That’s all life really is — a series of moments. But the culture says, “There are goals to attain, new frontiers to conquer, money to be made. For God’s sake, don’t get left behind!” People burden themselves with a 60-hour-a-week job and a mortgage that keeps them awake at night. If they do think about “farting around,” they have to pencil it in on their calendar between 10:15 and 10:30 on Saturday morning.
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