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      Introduction
    

    
      
    

    
      I'm thrilled to introduce my forthcoming book, 
      Broken Open: A Manifesto of Revolutionary Love for Men. 
      This has been decades in the making as I offer my personal journey through men's work, as well as the wisdom gained from countless other men who have shared their broken-open hearts with me. 
    

    
       
    

    
      In these pages you will find the intersection of ancient, archetypal wisdom with frontier science which affirms our place in the greater cosmic plan. We will address the urgent problems facing men, and by extension women, children, and the planet. And we will find hope and inspiration in the pathways that have always existed to guide us toward full realization of love, connection, and interdependence. 
    

    
       
    

    
      My goal is to walk beside all those who feel called to dive deeper into mature, healthy, sacred, generative, life-affirming masculinity - for the benefit of ourselves and all other beings. If you are ready to heed a higher call, join me on the ultimate adventure into the heart of Divine Masculinity. 
    

    
       
    

    
      Note: These chapters are a work in progress, so please excuse any typographical errors. The final manuscript will be completed later this summer, but meanwhile I invite you to leave feedback on the content and style. Let me know what speaks to your heart, what's missing for you, and where I can improve my delivery. Thanks!
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 1: Origin
    

    
      
    

    
      It’s a miracle you are here reading this. Fourteen billion years of history since the Big Bang had to unfold on a knife-edge just so that 
      YOU
      , the man you are in this very moment, could hold in your hands a book about Divine Masculinity. Tiny particles of dust and gas coalesced to form our Milky Way. The first single-celled organisms had to spring out of the primordial muck and evolve into all of life’s stunning complexity. Your parents had to meet and achieve union. I had to go through the experiences and learn the lessons that inspired this book. Had any one little thing been different, our connection would not be possible. Doesn’t that evoke a sense of awe and wonder? 
    

    
              There is a Buddhist story that perfectly illustrates this:
      
        [1]
      
       
    

    
              Imagine a blind sea turtle that only rises to the surface once every hundred years. Now suppose someone were to throw a wooden yoke with a single hole into the ocean. Would the turtle ever poke its head up through that hole? 
    

    
              Yes, after an inconceivably long time, by sheer chance the turtle would finally put its neck through the yoke. Yet as unlikely as that sounds, even slimmer are the odds of you having been born as the man you are with the opportunity for spiritual growth. How precious is this life! Can you find a feeling of deep gratitude in every circumstance for the opportunity to experience the miracle of your own existence? Can you rejoice, as suggested in the Bible, with joy that is inexpressible and filled with glory?
       
      
        [2]
      
    

    
              I believe there are two ways of looking at the world. The first affirms that the universe is inherently a loving, supportive, interdependent system which is progressing through ever higher, more complex and intelligent evolutions. Humans are a product of that, the culmination of fourteen billion years of development. We are wired for growth. The cosmic trajectory of care and connection began with the bonding of elementary particles into stars and planets, progressed through the resonance of plants with the sun, and accelerated in the maternal behavior of animals. Primal love broadened into human compassion, and will one day reach its full attainment in states we have yet to dream of. Getting aligned with that spiritual arc is what this book is about. 
    

    
              The opposing view could be described as survival of the most savage, which is the mentality that seems to be prevailing on the planet right now. He who has the most toys when he dies wins. This individualistic and disconnected way of being seeks to thrive by oppressing others in a denial of the basic reality of interdependence. The results in terms of ecological destruction, global conflict, and psychological despair are devastating. 
    

    
              Which of these two categories do you fall into? It’s a choice with actual physical consequences. For men especially, living in a state of disconnection is dangerous because it can drive us to acts of despair and violence. The statistics around addiction, suicide, and incarceration—issues that affect men disproportionately—speak to our common pain. These are collective problems, not individual failings. They have arisen out of a culture which prioritizes power and acquisition over care and connection. The medicine we need now is brotherhood, and a worldview that puts love at the center of everything. 
    

    
              Whatever you have been through in the past, wherever you are right now, you have never stopped being a valuable strand in this beautiful, magical, meaningful cosmic web. The mere fact of your birth means you are worthy of belonging. Although you may have felt alone at times, you need to know that nothing exists in isolation. At a very fundamental level, there is only 
      relationship
      , a truth with profound implications which we will explore in this book. 
    

    
              Belief in a cosmic order does not mean bad things will never happen. As the Buddha said, a certain type of pain and suffering is inevitable as long as we inhabit these physical bodies. What it does mean is that there is a divine blueprint guiding our evolution. If we can maintain faith in this higher purpose, it will allow us to move through our experiences with less teeth-gnashing and hair-pulling. We are here to be vessels and manifestations of love in its most fundamental expression—that force driving the growth of the universe—and to live any other way is to fall out of alignment with the cosmic trajectory. For our own survival, let us choose love. 
    

    
              
    

    
      
    

    
      We live in an age when science is beginning to bear out what traditional cultures have pointed to for millennia: the interdependence of all things. Indigenous people have long recognized this principle, and their wholistic worldview aligns with modern systems thinking. Quantum theory supports the testimony of mystics who describe a transcendent state of oneness possible when we strip away the illusion of separation and experience ourselves as indistinguishable from totality. The Buddhist concept of interlinking karma is echoed by the butterfly effect, a tenet of chaos theory in which even the tiniest occurrence in a dynamic system can balloon into a massive change. (The classic example is a butterfly flapping its wings to produce a hurricane on the other side of the world.) 
    

    
              Ancient wisdom is as relevant in the digital age as it was when humans were first discovering the magic of symbols painted on cave walls and sending prayers to heaven in the smoke from their campfires. Part of my goal in writing this book is to bridge these archetypal, mythological ways of being with modern modes of thought. I find it particularly fascinating that the religious intuition of intelligent design is being confirmed by evolutionary cosmology, which posits an unquantifiable force driving the growth and development of the universe.
      
        [3]
      
       I like to call that force love. 
    

    
              Brian Swimme, professor of cosmology at California Institute of Integral Studies, often begins his summaries of evolutionary history by saying that the entire universe was once the size of an acorn. The elements of what would become two trillion galaxies—including our Milky Way comprised of one-hundred-billion stars, each a hundred times the size of Earth—all fit inside this “acorn.” Then, in an instant, it began rushing apart at fantastic speed—the Big Bang. Over billions of years it grew into the unimaginably large and complex universe we inhabit today. If the rate of expansion had been just a tiny bit faster, the universe would detonate into dust; a tiny bit slower and it would collapse into a black hole. Or, to state it another way, if the opposing forces of outward explosion and binding gravity had not been so perfectly balanced, we could not have come into being. The difference lies in a trillionth of a trillionth of a percent—this is the knife-edge we are living on, the yoke through which we are blindly poking our heads up toward the light. 
    

    
              Immediately after the Big Bang, all matter existed as plasma, elementary particles spread smoothly and evenly across the universe. Plasma could be likened to the primordial sea found in many of the world’s origin stories, as it contained the potential for all that has been or will be. From these particles were formed the first atoms, hydrogen and helium, which then clumped into stars and galaxies. This self-organizing dynamic of matter is a sort of innate cosmic intelligence which wrought worlds and brought forth the light of the stars.
    

    
              In a very real way, we were born from that light. Thermonuclear fusion in the cores of burning stars created new elements, which dispersed throughout the universe when the stars exploded. This is the process by which the universe complexified. Our bodies and everything we see around us are quite literally composed of ancient stardust, and there is no other way it could have been. As Brian Swimme so elegantly put it, “To be human is to be a cosmic event.”
      
        [4]
      
       When telling the story of the universe, he asks us to pause in wonder at the notion that it takes an entire galaxy of exploding stars to create a single butterfly. 
    

    
              Life is no accident. The same self-organizing principle of matter responsible for creating elements and galaxies also ensures that once a certain complexity exists in the universe, life is automatically generated. Although the exact details of how it first appeared on Earth are not fully known, it is thought that all creatures, including us, descended from a single-celled organism: LUCA, the Last Universal Common Ancestor. To me, that is so much more miraculous than two people hooking up in the Garden of Eden. To quote Swimme again, “Here’s the whole story in one line: You take hydrogen gas, and you leave it alone, and it turns into rosebushes, giraffes, and humans.”
      
        [5]
      
       
    

    
              The spiritual implications of these findings are vast and revolutionary. If we are composed of the same material, and animated by the same energy, as everything else in the universe, how can we feel alone? The stars are our ancestors, and so are the first cells which emerged on Earth four billion years ago. All living things are our genetic relatives and we are intimately connected at the atomic level to our environment—the soil, the rocks, the seas, the clouds, the celestial bodies. The universe is not a collection of random objects floating around in a vacuum, nor is it a pointless mechanical or chemical process. It is an intelligent, creative, living community in which each individual influences, and is influenced by, the whole. There is a design here, a dynamic principle governing our existence—whether or not you call it God is irrelevant. 
    

    
              We now know that to accurately tell the story of the universe, we cannot remove ourselves from it. The conventional scientific model of the outside observer does not apply once we understand that our bodies are literally composed of the same particles that were present at the Big Bang, and which have formed every star and every elephant and every raincloud since. This is 
      our
       story, and it is one of connection and interrelation. The only appropriate response to a story like this is awe and reverence for the great mystery we get to be a part of. It’s like Moses looking at the burning bush—we cannot doubt we are beholding divinity in action.  
    

    
              There is a meditative practice in which you eat an orange while thinking about everything it took for that orange to reach your mouth. You contemplate the sun’s light traveling through space toward the orange tree, the rain that blessed its growth, and the nutrients it pulled from soil enriched by the once-living bodies of other organisms. You consider the bees that pollinated the orange blossoms, the workers who tended and harvested the crop, and all the people involved in the transport and sale of that orange. You feel a sense of gratitude and connectedness to every strand of the web. I have done this after a three-day fast, and as I savored the juicy taste with heightened awareness, I 
      was
       the sun that lent its vital essence to every cell of that orange. Sunbeams that travelled millions of miles to sweeten the orange entered my body and were metabolized to become part of me. This kind of practice is very helpful for tuning into the vibration of interdependence. 
    

    
              A crucial aspect of the emerging scientific origin story is acknowledgement that human consciousness is pivotal in shaping the future. We are driving this bus more than we realize. Unlike any other species, we can communicate our experience through language and symbol, which allows our individual learnings to be collectively shared and built upon. We have become our own conscious creators, and our ability to imagine and implement new realities is determining the direction of not only our species but many others. 
    

    
              Human-induced trait change has been documented in the life forms on every continent except Antarctica.
      
        [6]
      
       Birds are evolving shorter wingspans to avoid collisions with cars.
      
        [7]
      
       Fish are changing their body shape to deal with dams.
      
        [8]
      
       Lizards are adapting their limb proportions to better navigate urban environments.
      
        [9]
      
       As a response to the pressures of trophy hunting, bighorn sheep are growing smaller horns and African elephants are being born without tusks.
      
        [10]
      
       There is now a distinct subspecies of mosquito in the London Underground.
      
        [11]
      
       Even bacteria are affected, as antibiotics released into the environment via human and animal waste become agents of rapid evolutionary change in the microbial world.
      
        [12]
      
       There is no ecosystem that has not been altered by our activities, and the living biomass on Earth (which mainly consists of plants) is now exceeded by human-made substances such as concrete and plastic.
      
        [13]
      
       
    

    
              The headline here is that our collective consciousness is the single greatest force shaping the planet right now—not biology, not natural selection, not geologic processes. 
      Human consciousness.
       Try to take that in. We are participants in the ongoing event of Genesis. Now more than ever, we need to be engaging in ethical, philosophical, spiritual conversations about the implications of that. What are the risks and benefits of the technologies we have created? What constitutes their misuse and abuse? How can we act for good rather than harm? It’s becoming painfully obvious that the planet and humanity as we know it will not survive if we remain on this trajectory of greed, domination, and unconscious, unskillful action. We are operating under the paradigm of hungry ghosts, which in Buddhist tradition are beings with bloated, empty bellies and pin-pricks mouths which prevent them from ever satisfying their ravenous appetites. The realm of hungry ghosts is a state of torment into which beings are reborn due to greed.
    

    
              As we confront our mistakes and reexamine our role in evolution, it’s helpful to bring in older, earth-centered perspectives which consider the potential consequences of human action, intended as well as unintended. We can adopt the Native American practice of asking how what we’re doing now will affect the next seven generations.
      
        [14]
      
       Instead of prioritizing short-term gain for ourselves and our families, we can step into the role of abundant, generative leaders who work for the lasting good of all. We can recognize our own vulnerability in a dynamic system where everything depends on everything else—to think that we can exploit or destroy other parts of this system without also harming ourselves is a delusion. 
    

    
              At a time when even instant gratification doesn’t seem fast enough for some people, it’s critical that we slow down and pay attention to what I call the inner GPS. This is an inborn sense that helps us distinguish truth from fiction, love from hate, skillful action from unskillful action. We live in a very disruptive time when our minds and senses are being hijacked by outside influences which seek to control and exploit us. We’re getting bombarded with information, misinformation, and disinformation to the point that our trust has been completely broken, and our ability to access our own wisdom is compromised. The only way to realign is to tune into the moral, ethical compass of our inner GPS system, which we’ll talk more about in a later chapter. The consequence of not connecting to our own wisdom is pain and suffering. 
    

    
              We also need to reevaluate our concept of masculine power. As men, we occupy a disproportionate share of the seats of political, social, economic, and religious power in what is currently a patriarchal society. Greater influence means greater responsibility. When we become more conscious of our decisions and their impact, it will lead to change at every level, from our homes and families to our nations and the planet. We need to be willing to approach situations from an ethical, emotional, interdependent lens, which is often considered the feminine perspective. The masculine is about action, acquisition, accomplishment, and manifesting things at the physical level, but there is more to life than that. I invite you as a man to approach the altar of the feminine, where you will see that your masculinity is enriched, not diminished, by the ability to connect deeply and be in mature relationship with the world around you.
    

    
              Humans are here to develop our consciousness to the level from which we can skillfully guide all of creation toward full realization of love and unity. In order for that to happen, we need to acknowledge and elevate not only the Sacred Masculine, but the Divine Feminine too. There can never be a healthy, whole society so long as one side of this dyad is dominating the other. Our journey into a shared future hinges on balance, integration, and partnership, and as men we must stand ready to do our part. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      In the highly ordered system of the universe, there are laws governing everything. The more we can be guided by them, the less pain and suffering we will create for ourselves. Nature is the most pristine example we have of universal law in action. The Bible talks about how the qualities of God are visible in the earth and sky, so we have no excuse for not knowing Him.
      
        [15]
      
       The Hindu and Buddhist term Dharma means truth, nature, reality, spiritual teaching, and universal law—these are all considered synonymous. 
    

    
              In traditional cultures, people lived in attunement with the rhythms and cycles of nature. They recognized polarities—light and dark, hot and cold, masculine and feminine—and they experienced those energies as innately programmed into their lifeways. Many symbols and philosophies have arisen out of this awareness. I think of the Tao, which offers a model in which everything—light and shadow, positive and negative—is acknowledged and worked with rather than suppressed or denied. The yin-yang symbol represents the Tao by a black and white circle divided into two interlocking teardrops, with smaller black and white dots nested into their opposites. There is tension here, but also harmony. Yin is dark, passive, and receptive while yang is bright, active, and expansive. As opposing but interdependent forces, they create totality and have no meaning without the other. They are present in all that is created and destroyed, and in every phase of this eternal, cyclical process. While yin and yang energies can reach their climaxes—winter and summer solstices, high and low tide, full and new moon—they can never fully eclipse each other because they always contain the germ of their opposites. And so this endless cosmic dance keeps rolling. 
    

    
              I believe there is value in trying to understand how these energetic poles push and pull us throughout our lives. Carl Jung, the preeminent psychologist of the twentieth century, talked about the anima and animus, a sort of yin and yang of the human psyche. In every man a hidden woman (anima); in every woman a hidden man (animus.) These unconscious feminine and masculine aspects are often repressed or projected onto members of the opposite sex, especially romantic partners. But exploring and connecting with them internally results in a more integrated being. This is true for all identities and orientations, without the need for reduction to binary terms. For example, a very feminine-expressive man might actually benefit from working with his animus, while a more masculine-expressive woman may need to get in touch with her anima. It’s about finding balance and harmony, not adhering to rigid norms. 
    

    
              This is an invitation to consider that these things are true and relevant regardless of what body you have or how you identify. Some people fully inhabit the cis-gendered role they were born into. Others have a physical being that looks one way, but spiritually and on a soul level they feel it’s the opposite. And then there is space in the middle where we can acknowledge individuals who consider themselves asexual, non-binary, gender-fluid, or gender-transgressive. All of us, regardless of our orientation, still embody and interact with the same forces that permeate the entire cosmos and function in observable ways. 
    

    
               I would also like to highlight the fact that this space in the middle has been recognized throughout human history. There are now, and there have always been, cultures which view homosexuality and non-cisgender expression as natural and even elevated ways of being. The Sacred Band of Thebes, an elite military unit of 150 gay male couples, was celebrated by ancient Greek historians for their courage and martial skill. Throughout Native America, two-spirit persons have been revered as the holy embodiment of both masculine and feminine energies, and they often inhabit the roles of healers or medicine people.
      
        [16]
      
       In Hawaiian and Tahitian society, individuals of a third gender called 
      māhū
       serve as teachers and keepers of sacred customs like hula dance, chanting, and the naming of children. 
    

    
              All over the world, a plurality of genders has been acknowledged and fully incorporated into traditional life.
      
        [17]
      
       Prior to colonialism and the fragile masculinity of the patriarchy, this was not something shameful or threatening. These individuals were safe in their native communities. Given this historic and cultural context, it’s worth asking ourselves if transgression of the heteronormative paradigm is really the issue, or whether it’s our inflammatory response to it that causes so much disruption. When we feel the need to use violence or oppressive legislation to uphold our views and “protect” our children and families, we ought to ask ourselves if what we’re really defending is our own delicate egos. LGBTQ+ communities should not have to suffer harm simply because we misperceive them as threats to our own identities. 
    

    
              Masculinity and femininity are not merely about physical characteristics. They are vibrational frequencies which manifest in certain attributes and qualities. A single individual may be expressive of both to varying degrees, and there are also seasons of life in which he, she, or they might move into stronger expressions of one or the other. When men become fathers, it often brings out the nurturing instinct which is typically thought of as a feminine quality. When women become mothers, they might connect with a fierce protector energy—the Mama Bear or Mama Wolf. These are universal forces which exist within us and have real bearing on our lives, whether or not we are aware of it. Learning to interact with them consciously can help us move through the world with greater skill. 
    

    
              Just as there are observable patterns in the universe, the human psyche is also organized around common structures. We are hard-wired with energy configurations called archetypes, a term coined by Jung in his pioneering work as a psychoanalyst. Archetypes reside in the collective unconscious and reveal themselves through art, dreams, myth, and human behavior. They are transpersonal, a shared inheritance from thousands of generations of ancestors. Available and applicable to everyone, they can serve as a framework for our responses to the universal demands of life. Working with them is transformational, as they connect us with the collective wisdom of our species and unlock our individual potential for growth.    
    

    
              For men, there are four principle archetypes: king, warrior, magician, and lover.
      
        [18]
      
       Each has a mature expression, as well as a shadow side consisting of two polarities. The active pole of the shadow manifests as an excess of that particular energy, whereas the passive pole is an inability to access it. What’s currently being called “toxic masculinity” is really an imbalance of these archetypes. I think most men can relate fairly easily to all four of them, as they are prevalent in the movies and shows we watch, the books we read, and the music we listen to. They are our shared story. We will examine the four male archetypes more closely in a later chapter.
    

    
              Author Joseph Campbell made tremendous contributions to our understanding of archetypes by unpacking the common motifs found throughout world mythology. Campbell coined the term “hero’s journey,” identifying it as the archetypal pattern found in virtually all the world’s great stories, from Beowulf to Ramayana, Alice in Wonderland to Lord of the Rings. He breaks the journey down into thirty-one stages, but the overview consists of three main phases: separation, ordeal, and return. The hero has a break with his ordinary reality (separation), faces a series of trials (ordeal), then comes home completely transformed (return). This formula is seen over and over in world mythology as well as pop culture. But its real value lies in providing a template for the journeys and trials we face in our own lives. For me, Campbell’s model has been a powerful tool to help me make sense of my experiences and leverage them for personal and spiritual growth. 
    

    
              Women have their own set of sacred archetypes, including the maiden, lover, mother, queen, wild woman, and crone. Again, these are universal energies and patterns, but the symbols and points of reference are unique on the feminine journey. Campbell was once asked how the hero’s journey model could be adapted for women, to which he responded that it wasn’t up to him to say—women themselves would have to be the ones who tell us how they experience this journey, if they experience it at all.
      
        [19]
      
       Women writers have indeed done a wonderful job of illuminating their path and bringing forward the ancient wisdom of female archetypes.
      
        [20]
      
       Some find value in the hero’s journey format while others reject it altogether.  
    

    
              For thousands of years, the feminine has been feared, denigrated, reviled, repressed, subjugated, and prostituted by patriarchal culture. But the pendulum is swinging and we are once again seeing the rise of the Great Mother, a shift that men should welcome. As women reclaim their voices and their power, we are also empowered to awaken the most authentic expressions of our manhood, which are always based on serving and blessing others rather than crushing and controlling them. It’s important to uplift the feminine and masculine equally, because both energies are needed for balance, integration, and the continuation of our species. 
    

    
              The current feeling that patriarchy and masculinity in general are toxic is a result of men having abused their power. But while the masculine has become incredibly dysfunctional, that does not mean it is evil. Many women have spoken to me of their recognition that there is something inherently beautiful, powerful, safe, and supportive about the Mature Masculine which they want men to get in touch with. I see this as an invitation from the Sacred Feminine, the Goddess who seeks her equal consort. If we as men are going to meet her where she’s at, we need to discover a deeper embodiment of the Sacred Masculine than what is currently being purveyed by the dominant culture. 
    

    
              It can be hard to imagine any other reality than the male-dominated society which has been in place for virtually all of recorded history. And yet there is evidence that for most of our time on this planet we lived under a radically different ethos. Prehistoric societies appear to have been much more egalitarian in terms of both women and men having equal standing in human affairs. Evidence of goddess-worship in the archeological record points to a reverence for the Sacred Feminine as the very source of life itself, an attitude which would naturally extend to mortal women as well. It was only later that the emphasis shifted from venerating the power to nurture and give life, as symbolized by the Great Mother, to idolizing the power to dominate and take life, as represented by the Father God of more war-like cultures. This was not just a religious change—it directed the entire social structure away from the matrifocal communities of prehistory toward the patriarchal model we have today. 
    

    
              Ultimately, it’s not about patriarchy or matriarchy. In a truly healthy society, no sex or gender would be elevated above any other. Our differences would not result in a hierarchy of domination and submission, but rather in collaboration and connection. 
    

    
              Riane Eisler, visionary author and cultural historian, highlights the fact that the key difference between peaceful Neolithic societies and our current state of turbulence lies in a basic orientation toward either cooperation or competition. As a Jewish refugee of the Holocaust, Eisler was deeply disturbed by injustice and interested in building a more humane, equitable world. She was not satisfied with the conventional lenses for viewing human social structure—left versus right, East versus West, religious versus secular etc.—because violence, oppression, and injustice are found in all these types of systems. Instead she asked a more pressing question: “What social conditions support the expression of our great human capacities for consciousness, caring, and creativity—or for insensitivity, cruelty, and destructiveness?”
      
        [21]
      
       This is the inflection point we face as a species: we can either thrive in love and connection or succumb to the law of the jungle. 
    

    
              In her landmark book, 
      The Chalice and the Blade,
       Eisler introduced a radically new cultural analysis. She offered the terms “domination” and “partnership” to identify two distinct modes by which human society has been organized. The domination system is based on controlling others through threats, violence, coercion, and manipulation. Authoritarian rule is the norm in this model, from the level of families all the way up to the governing bodies of nations. Eisler describes it as “a pyramidal world ruled from the very top by a male God, with men, women, children, and finally the rest of nature in a descending dominator order.”
      
        [22]
      
       Half the population is subjugated by the other half in imbalanced gender relations, and this sets the basic dominator-dominated pattern by which all other races, classes, groups, and individuals relate to one another. Qualities perceived as feminine—such as love, care, kindness, empathy, and compassion—are devalued, and so are the societal roles which epitomize those values (caregiving, teaching, homemaking etc.) People experience a tremendous amount of pain, not only due to the lack of authentic connection in their relationships, but because they internalize this domination model and carry around an abusive, disparaging voice in their heads which is constantly telling them they’re not good enough.  
    

    
              By contrast, the partnership model is based on mutually uplifting relationships which link people rather than rank them. Instead of rigid hierarchies and power struggles, there is trust, support, collaboration, and respect. Conflict is seen as an opportunity for growth, not an occasion for violence. Power is balanced between women and men, and the abuse that we sadly take for granted in our families, communities, and governments is virtually nonexistent. Instead, conditions of peace and true freedom prevail. People do not believe they aren’t good enough, or that the only way to prove themselves is by humiliating and subordinating somebody else. They are grounded from birth in a solid sense of self-worth, and they place equal value on others. 
    

    
              Eisler argues convincingly through her research that the partnership model was in place for the majority of human history, until the abrupt rise of the domination model around 7,000 years ago. Our partnership heritage has been suppressed in a relentless campaign of propaganda and violence designed to keep power in the hands of a few by making us all believe that the current world order is “natural” and inevitable. And yet, as Eisler affirms, our past can be our future—we can overcome the pain and suffering of domination culture and return to the peaceful, relational, interdependent roots of our species by embracing the partnership model in every area of our lives. This is the real resolution to the problems of patriarchy. We need to move beyond the war of the sexes, and stop denigrating one another based on our various orientations and identities. The healing of our hearts and our planet requires a much more radical approach than merely shifting the blame from one group to another. What’s needed is a recognition of our interrelatedness, along with a relinquishment of both the need to dominate and the fear of being dominated. 
    

    
              The work of reconstructing the partnership system must start from within. Let’s ask ourselves the beautiful and profound question posed by author Elizabeth Gilbert: What would love have me know right now? Gilbert first began to explore this question while lying in the dark on the bathroom floor in deep despair. Suddenly she received a suggestion from some unknown source to write herself a letter with the words she always wished somebody would say to her: “
      I am right here. I love you, and I’m not going anywhere. You are not alone…There is nothing you could ever do to lose my love.”
      
        [23]
      
       Decades later, Gilbert’s “Letters from Love” project has inspired tens of thousands of people to channel unconditional love by writing to themselves “in a more loving and friendly manner than the familiar inner critic who so often dominates our minds and punishes our spirits.”
      
        [24]
      
       Gilbert and many of her followers have come to believe that their letters aren’t just acts of imagination, but downloads from something in the universe which is trying to communicate its love for them. 
    

    
              Getting connected with this omnipotent force and allowing it to guide our individual lives will take our species off a collision course and bring us into alignment with our highest evolutionary purpose: to be vessels of universal love. This is the common goal of all the world’s great spiritual teachings. Christians, Muslims, and Jews refer to it as union with God. Buddhists conceptualize it as Nirvana. Hindus speak of 
      moksha
      , and Pagans emphasize synergy with the divine all around us. Whatever we choose to call this exalted state, it is both our origin and our ultimate destiny.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      We come into this world primed for connection. Babies reach out for the love of their caregivers with every tender little fiber of their being. The minute they cry, any new mother within earshot will automatically start lactating due to a sort of primal empathy produced by her hormones.
      
        [25]
      
       Even non-parents feel a tug on their heartstrings when a tiny little hand clamps down around one of their fingers. There is no question that we are wired to bond with each other on a physical, biochemical, energetic level. In fact, it is critical to our survival. 
    

    
              This was proven in early 20
      th
       century America when the term “failure to thrive” was introduced as a medical diagnosis. Orphanages had become so obsessed with modern sanitation practices that they stopped allowing staff to touch and cuddle the babies. Food and medical care were provided, but no love, which was so detrimental that in many of these institutions the infant mortality rate was 100%. When eminent pediatricians of the day met to discuss the problem, they discovered that a Dr. Fritz Talbot had witnessed a very different scene at a children’s clinic in Germany. While touring the clean, orderly facility, he saw an obese old woman carrying a tiny baby on her hip. He asked the director about her and was told, “Oh, her. It is Old Anna. When we have given a child all possible medical care and still he does not get better, we turn to Old Anna. She never fails.”
      
        [26]
      
       There could be no better testament to how important love is to the survival of the human race.
    

    
              Biologically, there is a period of time at the beginning of life where we do not see ourselves as separate from the world, but as a magical, interconnected part of it. In psychotherapeutic terms, we are unindividuated. During infancy we experience our mothers as indistinguishable from ourselves, and if they get upset we cry. Then we go through this process of becoming an individual, separate and apart from our mothers. But the instinctual knowledge we are born with of our connection to the whole is what makes the innocence of childhood so beautiful and appealing. Many spiritual traditions hold that we spend the rest of our lives trying to get back to that state. Jesus told his disciples that they must become like children to enter the kingdom of heaven.
      
        [27]
      
    

    
              Perhaps you can remember being a little boy and living spontaneously in a state of joy, wonder, and connection. You were eager to explore the world and you experienced things with great depth and presence. Being in the moment came naturally, and you freely expressed your authentic self. How long you remained in this open, vulnerable state depended on your circumstances and the level of safety you felt. But there was bound to be a rupture at some point, and as an adult you may have woken up one day to the realization that you feel a tragic loss of love. Returning to the purity you were born with is the ultimate hero’s journey. 
    

    
              I knew from an early age that what felt meaningful and brought me the most joy was connection. At the time I wasn’t aware of the Buddhist concept of interdependence, which is a profound acknowledgment that nothing exists in isolation and everything depends on something else for its very existence. But looking back I can see that I felt this intuitively in my relationships with loved ones, particularly my younger brother Collin. I have a photo of him sitting on my lap when we were little boys and we both look so happy—it’s such a sweet and tender moment. My other favorite picture shows me perched along the edge of a swimming pool with no water in it, on the tail of my skateboard with the wheels in the air. Collin is doing a little rip turn on the wall and I’m getting ready to drop in beneath him. The feeling of that moment is connection and oneness, but also risk, play, and a sense of adventure. I have so many memories like that with him, which I have tried to recreate over and over with other men, particularly my own sons. 
    

    
              Collin and I did everything together—martial arts, ice hockey, surfing, skiing, skateboarding. We shared an interest in nature and loved putting ourselves at the mercy of forces greater than us. There was always this awareness of something guiding and pulling us, without the support of which we wouldn’t get out alive. I call it being held by the Mother. For me, and for many men, nature is a source of connection to the feminine, the Goddess, a creative, loving force which inspires awe and wonder. Our home is with Her, in a primal state that allows us to be a part of something greater. For me, the most transcendent moments of attunement have always been in nature and the company of brothers.
    

    
              There was so much trust, joy, authenticity, and unconditional love between Collin and I. Our relationship brought a sense of inner safety knowing I could completely be myself with no editing. It’s what I look for now in my ride-or-die crew of guy friends. That sense of brotherhood as the ultimate source of support has stayed with me to this day. 
    

    
              But there was another aspect to our bond which became a template for my relationships with men. Collin was sickly and weak as a child with food allergies that were severe enough to be fatal, so the message I got from my parents was that I needed to take care of him. I remember the emergency room trips, and listening to him wheeze at night or claw at the eczema on his hands until they bled. My mom went to all his doctor’s appointments, but I was the one cheering him up afterwards and taking him out on adventures. I was my brother’s keeper, and I can draw a through-line from our dynamic to the men’s work I ultimately devoted my life to. Guiding and growing with others on the masculine journey has been the most rewarding mission of my life. 
    

    
              Yet it took losing Collin to find that higher purpose.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 2: Separation
    

    
      
    

    
      One of the most magical times in my life was when I spent three years studying abroad with Collin. The Texas environment we grew up in was not conducive to his health, so he arranged to spend his senior year of high school in Switzerland, where the cool, clean mountain air did wonders for him. I decided to follow, in part because I wanted to keep an eye on my little brother. So I enrolled in a college in Geneva. 
    

    
              Every weekend Collin came to visit, and after graduating high school he attended the same college and became my roommate. The hills were alive with the sound of two teenage boys climbing, skiing, windsurfing, and racing motorcycles—it was a very idyllic life. There were only two apartments on our floor and the other was occupied by a dear friend, Khing, so our doors stayed open all the time. We were the Three Amigos. 
    

    
              All that got interrupted one summer when I went home and found a girlfriend. I brought Christy back to Switzerland and started doing all the things with her that I used to do with my brother. The romance was intoxicating for me, and I wanted to blow her mind skiing the Alps and racing with her on the back of my motorcycle. For guys, part of being in love seems to be this deep desire for union with the feminine. Especially when we are young and naïve, it’s all about the orgasm and everything that goes into making that happen. It’s easy to mistake merging with our partners for genuine connection with the Great Mother. We forget all our boundaries, do stupid things, and lose sight of the people who have mattered to us most.
    

    
              I traded the love, connection, and fun that I had with my brother for the temporary illusion of oneness with the feminine. Collin moved across the hall to live with Khing, and I painted a rosy picture of how our apartments would stay open like always. But Christy closed the door and locked it. She wanted all my brother’s stuff out so she could preserve her privacy, which for many women is related to an understandable need for safety. For Collin, however, the separation was traumatic. I was totally unconscious of how my actions landed on him and the stories he had around our relationship. 
    

    
              The rift never healed. Even after Christy and I broke up, things remained tense and distant between Collin and I. One year later, we were all back home in Texas when he and Christy ran into each other at a Christmas party. They hooked up, then he rubbed my nose in it. Of all the ways he could have sought retribution, consciously or unconsciously, and tried to bring balance to the harm that he felt, this was the stab that struck to the heart. 
    

    
              Sleeping with your brother’s woman is epic stuff—these stories of the unconscious, immature masculine abound in Western culture, including the Bible. A particularly famous example is that of King David, who sees the beautiful Bathsheba while she is bathing, and cannot restrain his lust for her. After learning she is the wife of one of his top military men, Uriah, who is away on the battlefield, King David forcibly sleeps with Bathsheba and impregnates her. He then has Uriah killed to cover up his wrongdoing before marrying the widowed Bathsheba. The couple’s days are fraught with violence, sexual depravity, and suffering, yet King David is idolized as a hero. Stories like this are part of the language of a patriarchal, heteronormative code which treats women as objects of both possession and affection—even to the point that sleeping with a woman can be a way to sabotage another man. If men are going to take any responsibility for their sexual transgressions, there needs to be a shift in this view of women as property and sex as a display of dominance.
    

    
              Collin’s actions, which seemed so egregious at the time, speak to the severity of his pain. I think he was driven by emotions he wasn’t fully aware of, and that it was easier for him to lash out than to acknowledge how betrayed he felt by our rupture. The bond we had was so special. But as often happens in male relationships, we were both unconscious of our grief and unable to be vulnerable or articulate how much our closeness had meant to us. 
    

    
              It wasn’t until we had a physical altercation that I realized my brother and I actually wanted to harm each other. We were both living at my grandparents’ house, and one day I confronted him about something trivial. Words were said, we got into a shoving match, and he stormed out. I had planned to spend the weekend with my girlfriend Elaine on the coast, but she said, “You can't leave it like this with your brother.” I told her I didn’t know what else to do and she responded “Well, you need to figure something out before you meet me.” So I wrote Collin a love letter saying I was sorry, that I missed him and just wanted things to be the way they were before. I said we should get therapy or do whatever it took. “Let’s just set this shit down, man,” I begged. Then I left the letter on the kitchen counter and drove away. 
    

    
              That night I got a call from my dad about midnight. My brother was dead. 
    

    
              He had been at a party with a bunch of beautiful people, including his girlfriend who was a model. Collin had really come into his own by then. He wasn’t sickly anymore; his muscles were jacked and he was really good looking. I imagine he felt at the top of his game. After eating some tortilla chips without realizing they were fried in peanut oil, he started having a severe allergic reaction, yet chose to remain in denial about it. His buddy Mike realized what was happening and begged him to do something, but Collin insisted he was fine. He had an EpiPen at his house two blocks away, but by the time Mike got him there it was too late.
    

    
              Mike later told me that Collin had read my letter. “He talked to me about it and asked what to do,” Mike said. “So he knew you loved him when he died.” 
    

    
              Initially, this knowledge was both a blessing and a curse. Although it did bring me some comfort that I had tried to make amends with my brother, there was also a part of me that believed my letter was the reason he didn’t take care of himself that night. I had pleaded with Collin to show some vulnerability, and by the twisted logic of survivor’s guilt I concluded that this must have pushed him further into the display of macho pride that cost him his life. In my grief I took on so much responsibility for having modeled stoic masculinity, and for teaching Collin that as a man you can never let them see you sweat. Most of all, I felt the immense weight of my failure to protect my little brother and keep him alive.  
    

    
              I was an only child after that. I felt really isolated, and it wasn’t until I discovered men’s work that I healed that sense of disconnection. The rest of my life has been about chasing the kinds of experiences I had with Collin. When I sit in a circle with men and we share from our hearts, or when I bond with my sons over activities I used to do with my brother, that lost sense of connection is restored. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Most of the memories I have with Collin represent what I would call a naïve, idealistic, boyhood masculinity. There were plenty of joyful, loving moments, mostly through our adventures and misadventures—hitchhiking in Mexico, surfing, paragliding, racing cars and chasing girls, living a rather large life. Unfortunately, he passed before we were able to take the relationship any deeper. There have been so many times when I wished he was here to experience this richer flavor of manhood, these new adventures in healing the world. I can’t help but think how different my life would be if we could have shared deep, meaningful conversations beyond sports, politics, and the weather—topics which too many of us never get past in our relationships with other men. 
    

    
              If we look through the mythopoetic, archetypal psychology lens, maturity is just another word for awareness. The initiatory experience into adult consciousness is about gaining new levels of awareness around oneself and the world in order to act more skillfully. It’s only through being around mature adult men who model conscious behaviors—and create an environment in which young men feel compelled to engage with those behaviors as well—that healthy masculinity is developed. Our failure as a society to offer young men proven pathways into the Sacred Masculine is the reason we have so many “manbabies” who are causing more harm than good.
    

    
              Had Collin made the leap into Mature Masculinity, he would be alive today. He didn’t take his medicine because he was too caught up in how others might perceive him if he showed any sign of weakness. Had I modeled for him that it’s okay to be vulnerable and ask for help, or had he gotten a taste of that from other men in the context of an initiatory experience, I believe he would have made a different choice. 
    

    
              Collin’s story is our story as men, and as a species on the planet. Our survival depends on making this leap from one way of being to another. The thinking that led him to not take responsible, life-affirming action which would have guaranteed his survival also causes us to keep blindly doing the same things that are destroying the earth and creating greater fractures in our society. It’s time we awaken to new levels of awareness.
    

    
              In order to experience that kind of growth, we must be willing to go into shadow—those parts of ourselves that we hide, repress, and deny. Carl Jung coined this term to refer to the hidden, unconscious side of the human psyche. In the most basic sense, shadow refers to aspects of ourselves that are incredibly difficult to be aware of. Even when they do come into consciousness, it’s hard to own them because we naturally resist things that are painful, unflattering, and can cause us to go immediately into shame. Often we put all our energy into appearing as though we are the opposite of whatever we’ve been denying and suppressing rather than dealing with those things directly. We all have shadow, and when we fail to take responsibility for it we create chaos and disharmony. But by learning to recognize our shadow and be accountable for how it shows up in our lives, we are able to do less harm. 
    

    
              
      Jesus said, “If you bring forth what is within you, what you bring forth will save you. If you do not bring forth what is within you, what you do not bring forth will destroy you.”
      
        [28]
      
       This is a mystical way of talking about shadow. Jung wrote, “Everyone carries a shadow, and the less it is embodied in the individual’s conscious life, the blacker and denser it is. If an inferiority is conscious, one always has a chance to correct it… But if it is repressed and isolated from consciousness, it never gets corrected, and is liable to burst forth suddenly in a moment of unawareness.”
      
        [29]
      
       
    

    
              What Jesus and Jung are both pointing to here is the need to become aware of our shadow so that it doesn’t surface in uncontrolled negative behaviors. This is also what the Buddha meant when he said that suffering is a result of not seeing things clearly. From the moment we are able to distinguish between pleasure and pain, we start clinging to what feels pleasant and resisting what we find painful. We put things into shadow. And it seems to be a guarantee that the more we are unwilling to face about ourselves, the greater suffering we will create. 
    

    
              Let’s say a man feels disempowered and dehumanized at work, then comes home and barks at his wife or kicks the dog. He might say, “I don’t know where that came from; that’s not really me.” But it 
      is
       him—the shadow part. Rather than address the pain he is feeling, he tries to push it down by checking out in front of the TV with a beer, doom-scrolling on his phone, or getting lost in addictions to gambling, gaming, or porn. It might be worth asking yourself what your dad did when he came home from a hard day’s work, and what you are doing now. Are these coping mechanisms healthy, or are they pushing you into isolation and disconnection from yourself and others? 
    

    
              Another common theme for men these days is the sense of being attacked and persecuted for their masculinity, or rendered obsolete in a culture of shifting gender roles. If we are in a constant state of feeling triggered or threatened, yet we don’t recognize the source of those feelings, we might lash out in road rage incidents, online hate groups, or misogynistic behavior. These are examples of what happens when we don’t have a container or process to help us deal with shadow.  
    

    
              Shadow work is about learning to see, embrace, and integrate the painful side of life in order to diminish the power it has over us, and increase our power to use it for good. A dramatic example of this are Hindu ascetics who meditate in open burial sites where human bodies are left to decompose and be eaten by scavengers. Or they sit at traditional cremation sites, breathing the stench and smearing ash over their bodies. They confront the very thing we are all most fearful of—death—in order to embrace life more fully. When they return amongst the living they are revered as conduits for the divine because they have renounced the illusion of the material world in order to seek what lies beyond it. As esoteric as that may sound, we can all harness a similar power in our daily lives by having the courage to face our shadow and transform it from a liability into an asset.  
    

    
              We cannot deny the existence of shadow within us any more than we can deny darkness, winter, or death. So it’s not about getting rid of our shadow parts, but simply understanding how it looks when they come up. I often tell men that it’s like tracking an animal: you can’t always see it, so you need to know how it smells, tastes, sounds, and feels. The goal of this awareness process is healthy integration of shadow as opposed to a complete absolution or negation of it. Picture the yin-yang symbol—darkness is there, but it’s integrated, balanced, in harmony. The more we can embrace those areas of darkness within ourselves, the greater capacity we’ll have to be clear channels for the light.  
    

    
              Believing we have our shadow handled and that it’s no longer an issue is a denial of reality which will inevitably create more problems. That’s why people in recovery don’t stop considering themselves addicts. They acknowledge the constant possibility of relapse and see that the consequences would be catastrophic. The more they are aware of the dangers of going back into their addiction, the less likely they are to do so, and the healthier they become as sober people. This is an excellent example of ownership of shadow.
    

    
              This practice involves a lot of self-reflection, so it’s important to have trusted allies who can offer a mirror. Mentors, therapists, loved ones, communities, or even models such as the twelve-step program can provide a container of support in which it’s safe to explore and be vulnerable. A good ally will also provide an objective vantage point, because the whole nature of shadow is that it’s hard to see on our own. 
    

    
              There is a principle called the observer’s effect, which lends scientific credence to the idea that simply becoming aware of our shadow can lead to profound change. In general terms, the observer’s effect refers to the fact that measuring or witnessing something necessarily alters it. A concrete example is checking your tire pressure: the minute you put the gauge to the valve, some of the air escapes, so by the act of measurement you have already changed the pressure. Another example is the way people behave differently when they know they’re being watched, which can make it difficult to get reliable results in psychology studies. 
    

    
              But where the observer’s effect really gets interesting is in quantum mechanics. In the famous double-slit experiment, researchers found that the outcome depended entirely on the way they interacted with the phenomena they were trying to describe. After sending electrons through a barrier with two slits in it, they looked at how those particles struck a screen on the other side. What they saw was an interference pattern such as would be created if water or light had passed through both slits simultaneously. This seemed to indicate that the electrons behaved like waves. But when the scientists began to count how many electrons passed through each of the slits, suddenly the interference pattern was gone and there were two separate collections of particles on the other side. In other words, whether electrons behaved as waves or particles depended entirely on how the scientists perceived them. This doesn’t merely demonstrate wave-particle duality, the apparently conflicting properties of matter. It also confirms, at the most fundamental level of quanta, that we are constantly creating reality, and the mere act of observation has the power to change outcomes. 
    

    
              The observer’s effect is key to understanding shadow work. The moment we become aware of our unconscious patterns in a healthy, mature way—and decide to take responsibility for them—change has already begun. This is the heart of the hero’s journey, which always leads us to the dragon we fear most: our own shadow. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Shadow begins to form as soon as we start taking on outside ideas about how we are and aren’t supposed to be. From a very early age, the people around us—often unconsciously and without any intentional malice—start trying to influence our thoughts and behaviors. We get messages from our caregivers like “grow up,” “that’s not true,” and “color inside the lines.” In order to have a sense of belonging, which we're all wired for, we try to conform by suppressing those parts of ourselves that feel unacceptable to others. This is the origin of shadow. 
    

    
              It’s a natural part of the human experience to adopt social mores and standards, even if they go against our own unique ways of being. But when we cut off aspects of ourselves—because they don’t fit with how we’re taught we should be in our families or culture, or as a particular gender or member of a certain nation or tribe—it causes us to feel disconnected from ourselves and others. Learning to be authentic and whole is about reclaiming these lost parts.  
    

    
              When Joseph Campbell talked about slaying the dragon on the hero’s journey, he sometimes borrowed an image from philosopher Wilhelm Nietzsche of a glittering, scaly beast with the words “Thou Shalt” written on every scale. This fearsome enemy lies within us, not without, yet it is an amalgamation of all the messages imposed on us since birth. Some of these norms and values came from our families, others are constructs of our cultural moment, still others we take on willingly in order to fit with a particular group. Campbell said the only way to restore our integrity is to slay this dragon of “shoulds” and “shouldn’ts” and release ourselves from its limiting grip. When he coined the phrase “follow your bliss,” he meant having the courage to live in alignment with our own inner GPS rather than complying with all these internalized messages about who we’re supposed to be.  
    

    
              For men, a big piece of this is understanding what we’ve taken on about masculinity, and deciding whether that’s really serving us. It has been pointed out by many cultural observers that masculinity is perceived as something that needs to be earned or achieved, and which can be stripped away at any time. This may be different from women’s experience of femininity, which can be enhanced or diminished perhaps, but never taken away. There is no feminine equivalent for the word 
      emasculate
      . Men, on the other hand, put a great deal of energy into maintaining our sense of masculinity. The more fragile it feels, the more we may go to extremes to protect it. All this posturing, armoring, and deflection we fall back on is based on our social programming around what masculinity is supposed to look like. 
    

    
              The idea that men cannot be weak or vulnerable often drives us into risky behaviors as a misguided way of showing strength. I have already shared that I believe this is what killed my brother. How many more men have died, and will continue to die, for the same reason? How much misfortune is caused to others? Chances are you have lost someone you cared about because of reckless male behavior. For example, men are responsible for 80% of drunk driving deaths. These are preventable tragedies which would never happen if caution and sound judgment were seen as manly traits rather than carelessness and indestructibility. It may be time to question the steady diet we’ve been fed since boyhood of invincible superheroes and morally questionable “good guys” who walk away from fiery crashes without a scratch. We need healthier, more realistic models. 
    

    
              It is well-known that women have a longer life expectancy, outliving us by about seven years. But we don’t always like to talk about the reasons for this. Men tend to avoid self-care and be noncompliant with health recommendations, so we have higher mortality rates from chronic diseases as we age. Yet the most alarming statistics concern young men. In the U.S., homicide is the third leading cause of death for men under the age of 45.
      
        [30]
      
       Far too many of these murders are instigated by what sociologists call trivial altercations—the “he looked at me wrong in the club” type incidents—which result in a perceived need to prove one’s manhood by shutting down disrespect.
      
        [31]
      
       This sort of violent jockeying for status is aggravated when it happens with an audience, when there is alcohol involved, and when the participants’ socioeconomic backgrounds have closed off traditional avenues to male pride such as a good job and the ability to support a family. In other words, many young men cannot bear to appear weak or “less than,” and in extreme cases will resort to killing to defend their egos. This pattern extends across the globe—homicide is overwhelmingly a male problem, as 95% of the perpetrators and 79% of the victims are men.
      
        [32]
      
       
    

    
              Equally heartbreaking is that suicide is the second leading cause of death for young men in the U.S.
      
        [33]
      
       Every twenty-four hours, 105 of our brothers leave us in the ultimate act of despair. They are nearly four times more likely to die by their own hand than women. Researchers can speculate about the reasons for this, but we know as men how reluctant we often are to share our feelings, appear vulnerable, or seek help. And our methods of suicide are particularly lethal. 
    

    
              By far the leading cause of death in young men is accidental injury.
      
        [34]
      
       One minor reason is that men vastly outnumber women in the most dangerous occupations—loggers, truck drivers, farm laborers, construction workers, aircraft pilots, commercial fishermen, and police officers—which speaks to our traditional role as both protectors and providers. But there is also something very problematic at work here. It has been shown repeatedly, both in research and common experience, that men’s casual fascination with risky behaviors can quickly turn disastrous. Men are consistently more likely to die from preventable injuries than women.
      
        [35]
      
       They make up 93% of the U.S. prison population.
       
      
        [36]
      
       Men are more likely than women to use illicit drugs, and nearly three times more likely to die of an overdose.
      
        [37]
      
       They account for 80% of drowning fatalities
      
        [38]
      
      , in large part because men are more likely to swim and do watersports under the influence of drugs and alcohol, and less likely to wear lifejackets or stay within lifeguarded areas. Men are also prone to underestimating hazards while overestimating their own skill. A poignant aspect of the drowning problem is that men are quick to dive in and rescue others—but the water is a particularly fatal arena for heroes. 
    

    
               Personally relevant to me is the fact that 86% of avalanche fatalities in the U.S. are men, which speaks to our carelessness in the face of mortal risk.
      
        [39]
      
       Having lived in the mountains much of my life, I’ve lost far too many of my guy friends to egregious behavior on the slopes. But I can also own this by saying that I too have put my life on the line more than necessary—whether skiing, surfing, racing, or otherwise tempting fate—out of my own arrogance and naivete. It has taken years of men’s work and hard life experience for me to see the value in tempering my ego with restraint.  
    

    
              There was a darkly humorous study which examined the winners of the Darwin Award, given to people who die doing something unimaginably stupid. The study found that nearly 90% of the recipients were male.
      
        [40]
      
       Deaths included a man riding a shopping cart hitched to the back of a train, a petty officer posing for photographs in the superman pose while hanging from an aircraft by a safety belt, an elderly hiker who entered a restricted area and fell into a lava crater in the middle of the night, and a would-be terrorist who opened his own letter-bomb when it was returned for insufficient postage. 
    

    
              Why do we engage in such unsafe behaviors? Is it our biology, our social conditioning, or both? We may never have all the answers, but the important part is that we are aware of the tendency. Men seem wired to be more aggressive risk-takers, a hypothesis that has been confirmed by study after study. This had advantages when we were hunter-gatherers, and it still does in a modern business setting, where bold action and high risk-tolerance can pay off. Many of humanity’s most daring feats—climbing Mount Everest, landing on the moon, sailing oceans to discover new worlds—could never have been accomplished without male risk-taking. But the shadow side of that can be seen in problems like gambling addiction, which men are almost three times as likely to develop as women.
      
        [41]
      
       
    

    
              Psychologists use the term Young Male Syndrome to refer to the prevalence of risky behaviors in boys and men aged 15-35, when sexual competition is the strongest.
      
        [42]
      
       Not only are males of this age group vying for the attention of females, they are also trying to intimidate and rank each other, which can lead to aggressive behavior. This can be seen in part as a reproductive strategy and a feature of our evolutionary biology. In a lecture on Young Male Syndrome, popular psychologist Rob Henderson noted that competitive behavior among men may be linked to the difference in their max reproductive capacity as compared to women. If all the sperm one man produced in his lifetime were lined up nose-to-tail, they would circle the globe twice. But a woman’s eggs would circle a ping-pong ball once. As Henderson wryly put it, “Males produce this massive overabundance of sperm in the hopes of offering it to females, but the vast majority of females are distinctly uninterested in what the vast majority of males have to offer.” Hence the fierce attempts to stand out, even if these are made on a subconscious, animalistic level.
      
        [43]
      
               
    

    
              We may be acting from biological imperatives when we do crazy things to impress women or bully other men. But there is a component of this that is learned behavior in a culture of immature masculinity. Without the proper initiatory experiences, men are more likely to act out of primitive drives—often with negative results—rather than channeling our energy into activities that serve our families and communities. 
    

    
              It also needs to be said that women and children overwhelmingly bear the brunt of men’s destructive sexual impulses. Here in the United States, over half of women have experienced sexual violence during their lifetimes, and one in four have been raped.
      
        [44]
      
       These are women you know—your wife, your girlfriend, your daughter, your mother, your sister, your friends. Child sexual abuse is also devastatingly rampant. In a retrospective study, one in four women and one in six men were sexually abused before the age of 18.
      
        [45]
      
       The true scale of the problem may never be known because so many of these cases go unreported. But of the sexual abuse claims substantiated by Child Protective Services, nearly 90% involve male perpetrators.
      
        [46]
      
    

    
              Speaking for men as a man, the path to authentic power and agency begins with looking in the mirror and acknowledging how 
      dangerous
       we can be. The shadow side of our capacity for positive action is found in all the ways we can sabotage that through our unconscious views and behaviors. Until we learn to manage shadow, we will continue to harm ourselves and others, even when we want to help.  
    

    
              Controversial author and public intellectual Jordan Peterson has stated, “The best men I’ve met are very dangerous men,” and “A harmless man is not a good man. A good man is a very, very dangerous man who has that under voluntary control.” Peterson argues that on the path to wisdom and enlightenment, it’s necessary to integrate the part of yourself that’s capable of evil. Otherwise you will think you are being virtuous when in fact you are merely denying your potential for harm. He talks about Jung, the hero’s journey, and martial arts training in which fighting proficiency actually promotes peace by deterring opponents. Jocko and Harry Potter, he says, are examples of men who have incorporated the evil within them to become powerfully good.
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              What Peterson means is that being dangerous doesn’t make us bad. But it does necessitate reflection on all the ways we’ve been trying to uphold our masculinity and feel powerful as men. When we avoid, shut down, and numb out to our feelings—when we put them into shadow—it leaves us disconnected from ourselves and those around us. It’s in that disconnection, in seeing ourselves as separate from others, that it becomes easier to do harm. This is the inflection point for men, the moment where all these horrifying statistics start. 
    

    
              It’s much more likely that we will be safe, conscious, and skillful in our use of force if we honor our sensitivity and vulnerability—if we are fierce yet tender. By working with our softer side and learning to be in integrity with ourselves, we can bring love, light, and healing into the world while still embodying our strong and powerful aspects. This is the antidote to the danger we pose.         
    

    
              Shadow doesn’t only include the negative stuff. We have gold shadow as well, positive traits which we repress for various reasons. Far too many men put their genuine care, mercy, empathy, and vulnerability into shadow, which is harmful because these emotions act as a check on more aggressive impulses. Denying our gold is an abandonment and betrayal of those who could benefit from the good qualities we possess. 
    

    
              At the heart of this problem lies devaluation of all traits traditionally associated with the feminine. Love, kindness, compassion, nurturing, connection, emotion, sensitivity—these are regarded as womanly qualities, so they get sidelined and debased in patriarchal culture. Actually they are natural, noble human impulses which exist equally in men. Yet we tend to suppress them because they don’t fit with the models we’ve been conditioned to accept. The result is a disavowal of the Sacred Masculinity which is our birthright. 
    

    
              I sometimes lead an exercise on men’s retreats where everyone closes their eyes and thinks of the guy in the circle they trust the least. They take turns standing in front of that person and naming all the reasons they don’t trust him while someone else takes notes. Once everyone’s had a chance to speak, they circle up again and repeat the process for the man they trust the most. Then they return to the person they trust the least, but this time someone pulls out a mirror and has them read what they said about the other guy to their own reflection. Tears come when they realize they are calling out their own shadows, which they have been projecting onto others. This is such an important part of what happens when we disown parts of ourselves—we perceive everybody else as a threat while refusing to acknowledge our own potential for harm. 
    

    
              What really causes guys to crack, however, is when they stare into the mirror and read out the positive qualities they’ve denied and projected onto the man they trust. It’s often harder to acknowledge our gold shadow, but the teaching is that unless we let that in, we’ll never heal the dark parts. The idea is to have balance, because we can’t reject one side without having an impact somewhere else. When we deny our greed, we deny our generosity. When we deny our fear, we deny our courage. When we deny our anger, we deny our capacity for love, kindness, and reconciliation. It’s important to own both our bright and dark attributes so that we can stand authentically in who we really are. 
    

    
              Another way shadow can become gold is when we transform our wounds into strengths. People like Nelson Mandela, Oprah Winfrey, and Gandhi made their greatest contributions to humanity out of the horrific abuse they endured. From an archetypal standpoint, their stories are hero’s journeys. They show us the potential to overcome adversity and rise above the apparent limitations of our biology and conditioning to attain a more evolved and spiritual way of being. 
    

    
              That kind of transformation is possible for all of us, not just larger-than-life icons. In my case, the wound of losing my brother gave rise to a passion and purpose in men’s work that has enriched my life ever since. You may also be able to identify an experience that initially seemed like a curse, but which you later came to see as a vehicle for unimagined blessings.  
    

    
              A beautiful metaphor for turning wounds to gold is found in the Japanese art of kintsugi. Broken pottery is put back together using glue that has been mixed with pure gold dust. The vessel becomes even more valuable because of the time and care that went into repairing it, the added visual character of the cracks, and of course the gold, which is a symbol of the light that can only shine through from the broken places. When our traumas become vehicles for growth, when we see ourselves as even more worthy of love and esteem because of our wounds, we have claimed the power and gold in our shadow.  
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      I’d like to return for a moment to my personal story. Most people know where they were when 9/11 happened. I was in rehab, watching my life crash down along with the Twin Towers. 
    

    
              My first wife Lisa and I had separated but were still living together. It was very amicable, and we had this idealistic plan of co-parenting our two kids as next-door neighbors. Then one night we went to dinner with her sister and a couple of girlfriends who were recently divorced, and they wanted to go out partying afterward. Lisa hadn’t spent a single night away from the kids since they were born, no matter how many times I’d begged her, so I volunteered to be on dad-duty while they went out. 
    

    
              Well, she didn’t come home. The sense of abandonment I felt was so overwhelming that I ended up on the floor in the fetal position sucking my thumb. I found out the next day that they had hooked up with a group of dudes and spent the night in their hotel room. What felt so devastating to me was that for the last few years I’d been trying to create some intimacy and alone-time with Lisa, and now the very things I wanted her to do with me she was doing with somebody else. I felt rejected and betrayed. I stopped eating, lost a ton of weight, and was completely miserable. So I checked into a well-known treatment center in Arizona called the Meadows. 
    

    
              Initially I was there for codependency, but then I got put on the track for sex addicts. I found myself in a room full of guys who had squandered fortunes on hookers and strip joints or spent days jacking off to porn. I was unfairly profiled because of what they saw on the surface—a young, sexually active male—when in reality what I had was a broken heart. I had been using sex as a way to feel validated and affirmed, and my desire for intimacy was about connection and a desperate need for some of the love Lisa was pouring into our kids. My own inner child felt like I was being kicked to the curb. 
    

    
              During the recovery process, I uncovered a memory from when I was about three or four years old. I had been sleeping in the bed with my parents, but after my little brother was born I got kicked out. I spent a night on the floor outside their room in the fetal position sucking my thumb, wailing and looking through a crack where the door was ajar. My mom was also crying and begging my dad to let me into their bed, but he’d had enough. It was this memory, my first tangible experience of loss and disconnection, that I got taken back to the night my wife didn’t come home.
    

    
              While still in rehab, I called my dad and asked him to fill me in on the details of his life when he was my age with two kids. That’s when I learned about his affairs. He and my mom stopped having sex after my brother and I came along, so he started sleeping with the nurses at the hospital where he worked as a doctor. It was a very heartfelt conversation, and he told me how eventually he cut off the affairs because he realized that wasn’t the sort of father he wanted to be to his sons. He also said he suspected my mom of having an affair, which fit with some of my childhood memories. Their inability to be vulnerable with each other and communicate unmet needs—to “bring forth what was within them,” as Jesus said—harmed their relationship and sowed seeds of disconnection in our family system. This is an example of why dealing with shadow is so important.
    

    
              Before my father’s reveal, I’d had no idea I was walking in my parents’ footsteps. My first wife told me after our kids were born that it was more important to her to be a mother than to be present for me as a husband. She had a baby on each nipple, we weren’t having sex because it was painful for her, and I felt lost in the wilderness. I had my affairs during that period—she told me to go ahead—but the arrangement didn’t work because I had no idea how to deal with that part of myself. My behavior impacted our kids, just like my parents’ choices had an impact on my brother and me. Those wounds showed up for me in how I didn’t make it through my first marriage. And they showed up for my brother in how he died because of unhealthy patterns around the masculine and the feminine, which prevented him from being vulnerable in the presence of pretty women and powerful men. These are intergenerational patterns, and they will repeat until we wake up and break free of them.
    

    
              Judging by conversations I’ve had with thousands of men, what my father and I experienced is pretty typical of the archetypal journey of marriage. When men feel betrayed and lose our connection to the feminine—which often occurs after the kids come along—it evokes unmet needs in the immature parts of ourselves. The rupture with our partners, love, and the Great Mother colors our whole world, and we get squirrely with our commitments. But when we’re in synch with the feminine, there’s a sense that we can conquer anything.  
    

    
              This connection to the deep, archetypal feminine doesn’t have to be with a woman. In same-sex relationships it could be with another, softer man who represents the opposite polarity and can make his partner feel safe, nurtured, comforted, and unconditionally loved, qualities to which there is a particular feminine resonance. The key to a healthy relationship is being in balance and harmony with this other force. That’s the medicine for men’s risky, destructive behaviors. We’re so much more powerful, and capable of such greater passion, purpose, and presence, when we’re in right relationship to the feminine. 
    

    
              Often what men need to help them restore this connection is the blessing of the Mature Masculine—what I call Father’s Milk, a male equivalent to the nurturing that a mother gives her children. In a circle of men, we can voice our unmet needs rather than putting them into shadow and acting out in ways that harm our loved ones. For example, if I were to go back in time and speak to the version of myself who was going through the divorce, I would ask him to get in touch with his wounded inner child and ask what that little guy needs. Then I would have the adult part of him tell the immature part, “You are loved. Your wife loves you. You were loved by your parents. And we will sort this out. I will have the conversation with Lisa around what has to happen for your needs to be met, but you’re not driving the bus. You’re not going to the strip joint, you’re not watching porn. You’re not going to throw a temper tantrum or be manipulative and controlling. And you’re not going to be mean to the kids because they’re getting all the attention. 
      I’ve
       got this, and I will handle it in a mature adult way.” The next step in the process would be to express the grief underneath all the passive-aggressive behavior of that angry dude who wasn’t getting his way. That’s what a men’s circle is for, to work all those different pieces in an atmosphere of safety and unconditional love. Then we can go out and reconnect with our partners more authentically. 
    

    
              Although men often posture as stoic and independent, we spend a great deal of time and energy thinking about the feminine. This will always be a factor regardless of identity and orientation, but it can look a little different for everyone. There is a science experiment where a magnet is placed under a piece of paper with a bunch of fine iron shavings on it. As the fragments are drawn toward the positive and negative poles, they instantly arrange themselves in beautiful designs like snowflakes. This is the perfect image to illustrate another Jungian psychoanalytic term: constellate. When our inner thoughts and emotions are activated by something external, they constellate in patterns like metal filings around a magnet. Just as each snowflake is unique, every one of us will constellate differently around the same object. If you put a bunch of guys in a room then introduce a feminine element—whether a grandmother, an attractive woman, or even a man in drag—that energy is going to cause a distinct reaction in each of them. This isn’t good or bad, it’s just a reality, and the particular constellation pattern of each man is something he should try to be aware of. 
    

    
              I sometimes co-facilitate workshops to help men get in touch and find balance with the archetypal feminine. Participants don’t know there are going to be women involved in their process. We take them through a thirty-minute visualization that puts them in touch with everything they’ve experienced from pre-birth to the present moment. Then they open their eyes to see women of various ages and attires sitting in front of them. The looks on the men’s faces range from interest to abject horror. Some weep out of pure compassion and love, others feel blessed and safe, still others plunge into fear, anger, or betrayal. As complicated and confusing as this can be, there’s no denying that something powerful has constellated within each of them.
    

    
              Being conscious of this dynamic is a little like being aware of the weather in that it helps you prepare and make better decisions. If you know there’s a storm coming, you can bring a raincoat, then it’s not a problem anymore. When challenges arise because of the interplay between masculine and feminine energies, you can view them as opportunities for growth and transformation. To do anything else would be to resist the Tao, the way the universe is wired. 
    

    
              In hindsight I can see so clearly how bringing my girlfriend to Switzerland impacted the relationship with my brother, but at the time I was oblivious. Even when I wrote him the love letter, I still hadn’t connected the dots very clearly. Now I understand that a romantic partner will inevitably create some kind of shift in the dynamic between dudes. So I go out of my way to avoid jeopardizing my relationships with men, especially my sons, for the sake of comfort, security, and all the things I think I get from female partners. This isn’t about demonizing women, but simply recognizing how we as men constellate around them, and the effect that has on our relationships. 
    

    
              If I were to paint this in very broad strokes, the picture would emerge of a male-dominated society that is collectively constellating around the feminine in a very unhealthy way. After millennia of oppression, women are rising and asserting themselves, and it’s evoking a fear-based contraction in many men. Women are becoming less dependent, getting higher degrees and better jobs, and starting to surpass men in a lot of areas. With the traditional roles in flux, there has been a cross-cultural reevaluation of what masculinity means. The idea that there could even be such a thing as “toxic masculinity” is so provocative for some people that they react by trying to push women back into submissive roles. It’s no accident that as we take a conscious look at what’s working and not working around our ideas of masculinity, there have simultaneously been moves to roll back women’s rights. 
    

    
              When I think of the larger patterns at work here, I see that any time we come to these inflection points in history—whether natural disasters, technological advances, major cultural shifts, or disruptions of any kind—there seems to be a global reversion to the comfort and familiarity of more primitive beliefs and behaviors. Many people turn to conservative, fundamentalist, dominating and controlling ideologies which offer the illusion of safety in turbulent times. But this inflexible and uncreative response only leads to more conflict, unrest, disconnection, and even violence. 
    

    
              In our growing sense of separation and fear, we construct in-groups and out-groups which appear to fulfill our need for safety and belonging—political factions, extremist organizations, and opposing camps with narrow beliefs reinforced by social media algorithms. Yet siloing ourselves in these artificial niches is not supportive of genuine human connection. Evolutionary biology does seem to play a role here in that we are hard-wired to fear outsiders and instinctively trust those who we perceive as being like us. But such primal instincts should not be allowed to push us into hostility, violence, and further disconnection. Instead, we need to band together around the common good, and direct the future of our species in alignment with the cosmic trajectory of love and connection. 
    

    
              So many of our problems are rooted in separation. Even the environmental threats we face can be seen as directly resulting from lack of connection to the earth as our shared mother, the literal and symbolic source of all life. For the majority of our existence, the human race has worshipped the goddess and reveled in connection to nature. What’s relatively new is the monotheistic, patriarchal ideology of dominating and controlling nature for selfish gain. Our unconscious views of the feminine as something to be subdued, possessed, and manipulated for the benefit of men have created so much dysfunction in our relationship to the earth. 
    

    
               Western culture is steeped in the idea that humans are somehow outside of nature, either as the objective scientific observer, or made in God’s image with a mandate to exercise dominion over all creatures. Such beliefs, when distorted and misused, become propaganda to support a system of power, domination, and control. They justify our exploitation of the planet while isolating us from the nurturing influence we could receive from nature and the Great Mother. There are people today who have never walked barefoot on the grass or felt the sun kiss their unclothed bodies. They don’t know what it’s like to swim in the ocean or a wild stream; their only relationship to water takes place in swimming pools and the shower. I think this disconnection is part of what’s creating such chaos and confusion right now. It’s making us more susceptible to the imposition of artificial realities which scramble our inner GPS systems and leave us feeling lost.  
    

    
              Failure to see ourselves as part of an interdependent system has given rise to unchecked greed, which leads to self-destruction. This is painfully evident in mass consumerism, political corruption, large-scale armed conflict, and the ecological collision-course we currently find ourselves on. To Native Americans tribes like the Ojibwa and the Algonquin, these problems stem from an insidious mind-virus known as 
      wetiko
      . Tribe members infected by wetiko break with the traditional values of their people—cooperation and resource-sharing—to pursue personal gain at the expense of others. Blind to their own madness, they fail to see how injuring the community invariably brings about their own ruin as well. In the old stories, these individuals turn into cannibalistic ghouls who devour human beings. But the modern interpretation portrays wetiko as a psychospiritual disease which has reached pandemic proportions. Ultimately, wetiko is a metaphor for the dangers of forsaking love and connection to follow the Almighty Dollar and worship at the shopping mall instead of in nature or at the church, temple, or mosque. 
    

    
              We are so accustomed to living within a destructive, consumptive paradigm that, like sufferers of wetiko, we’ve become completely blind to our disease. We’ve been taught to believe it’s just human nature to fight endlessly over resources, and that only the strong deserve to thrive. We even project this bleak view onto the world around us as “law of the jungle.” In reality, living things are much more synergetic. While natural selection is commonly misunderstood as being solely about predators and prey, in fact this is just one of many types of relationships found in nature. Symbiosis, cooperation, and coadaptation are also powerful forces which tangibly shape living organisms and encourage modifications to their behavior. It’s time we start looking at “survival of the fittest” not as who can kill and eat who, but in terms of how we can gain the greatest evolutionary advantage through skillful, loving action.         
    

    
              Our survival as a species depends on shedding belief systems rooted in separation and taking on new information that will help us adapt and evolve more consciously. Yet people are often resistant to these kinds of shifts, partly because of our neurobiological programming. There is an urban legend about a frog in hot water. If you throw it in suddenly, the frog will jump out. But if you turn up the heat gradually, it doesn’t recognize what’s going on and will eventually get boiled.
      
        [48]
      
       Humans can be similarly blind to the big picture. At this point in our evolutionary history, we are more attuned to the crack of a twig in the darkness, which we perceive as an immediate threat, than we are to looming problems like climate change which will affect future generations. That’s why it’s so important to have a framework or practice that helps us develop this type of awareness. 
    

    
              There are plenty of cultures, traditions, and pathways which can teach us to view the world holistically and appreciate how our actions reverberate through the cosmic web. In fact, there are probably more of these constructive worldviews than there are destructive ones. Across the globe, indigenous cultures exemplify nurturing relationships in the way they seamlessly care for children and the elderly, cultivate spiritual and functional connections with plants and animals in their environment, and utilize natural resources in an efficient, circular way. Here in the U.S., we need only look to traditional Native American land management practices, regenerative farming techniques, and food production processes to find an invaluable blueprint for how we can be both stewards and beneficiaries of the earth. With their firm grounding in the wisdom of interdependence, these cultures can guide us toward a peaceful, sustainable existence on this planet. 
    

    
              At the heart of these ways of being is a visceral understanding that everything is connected to everything else. What we do here is going to have an impact on the other side of the world. This ancient truth is being rediscovered through scientific lenses like quantum physics and chaos theory, which seek to understand reality in a more relational way. Buddhism also affirms this truth and empowers us to contribute to the happiness of others through our own private efforts—world peace through inner peace, as the Dalai Lama likes to say.
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              Quite possibly you’ve had the experience of being in a room when someone else entered and without a word the entire energy changed. For example, every time I’ve heard the Dalai Lama speak, his spiritual energy was palpable. Similar stories have been shared about the Vietnamese monk Thich Nhat Hanh entering the front of an auditorium, and people in the back being able to discern a tangible wave of love and peace sweep toward them. This is why even a purely selfish desire and effort to establish some degree of equanimity is of value not just to ourselves, but to all those we come in contact with. 
    

    
              The idea that individual energies impact the collective reality has long been recognized by spiritual traditions, yet is only beginning to be explored by science. Some mind-blowing research around this has been done by Rupert Sheldrake, a Harvard scholar, Cambridge biochemist, and researcher at the Royal Society. His theory of morphic resonance posits non-local influence between organisms based on similarity and shared intelligence. Rather than needing to rely entirely on their own learning, individuals are connected through a morphic field which contains the inherited memory of the entire species.
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       An example is migratory birds, which find their way through long, arduous routes without having been taught by previous generations.
    

    
              Essentially, Sheldrake’s work affirms a direct, energetic connection between seemingly separate individuals. The theory overlays nicely with Jung’s ideas of a universal unconscious in which all the archetypes of human behavior reside. Simply by being born, we become the beneficiaries of a vast treasure trove of knowledge and experience accumulated by our ancestors. Doesn’t that make you feel less alone? Although Sheldrake’s ideas are controversial, they seem to offer scientific backing for the belief, found in many traditions, that our thoughts and behaviors are constantly co-creating the larger reality. In other words, our “vibes” really do have the power to affect others, change outcomes, and shape the course of history. 
    

    
              The reality of interdependence means we have a shared responsibility toward the common wellbeing. Every major religion upholds the notion that when we live in love and connection, it brings us into resonance with other beings and our environment in a way that fosters peace, safety, and abundance. The more of us who believe and practice this, the higher we can raise our collective consciousness. When we don’t participate in the hysteria of greed, hate, and delusion, we create a state of inner security which encourages trust in the universe. By learning to accept the embrace of a vast, loving force—Yahweh, the Goddess, Source, universal life energy, whatever you want to call it—we can ride a wave of positivity through all our experiences. The willingness to surrender results in transformation and growth. 
    

    
              Shortly after my brother died, I was called to discover this in a very profound way. The lesson came via a near-death experience of my own. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 3: The Call
    

    
      
    

    
      Two weeks after Collin died, I went on a bike ride with my buddy Mark. We were talking about my brother the whole time, and Mark could see I was drowning. He later said that as he watched me speeding recklessly through the park, he got a distinct premonition that something bad was about to happen. I don’t recall any conscious thoughts of self-harm, but to Mark it looked like I intentionally pulled out in front of a speeding truck. I only remember getting to a weird intersection, braking and looking over my shoulder to say something, then suddenly I was flying above traffic. I never even saw the truck. My next memory is waking up in the hospital one week later. 
    

    
              Something happened while I was in the coma. I can’t recall any specific scenes, but there was a kind of conversation that took place between Collin and I, almost like a download of information. I awoke with a sense of peace around his death that I didn’t have before. Yet I struggled to process whether anything significant had actually taken place because I didn’t have the classic experience of going to the light, hearing the voice of God, or seeing my dead brother. It was liking waking up from a dream in which I witnessed something profound but didn’t have any details. The vocabulary that came to me at the time, which felt very limiting, was closure. 
    

    
              What I did know with certainty was that the guilt, angst, and depression I’d had before my accident were gone. I no longer felt that I should have died first, or that I failed my baby brother by not keeping him alive. Instead there was a sense of completion in our relationship, like he forgave me and all was right with the world. I realized that it wasn't my time yet because I still had more to do here, whereas he was off to a new mission of equal or greater value. This Big Picture perspective allowed me to see how my own judgments and misperceptions had caused me to suffer by hardening my heart against the reality I was experiencing. Now I felt open, receptive, willing to surrender to a higher call. The spiritual shift was profound, and there have been many times since that I’ve sought Collin’s guidance in prayer and meditation. 
    

    
              As all these new insights slowly got integrated, I began to see what I was feeling on the inside reflected outside in my relationships, particularly with my mom. Before the accident she had been literally bedridden with grief over Collin’s loss, unable to eat and weeping all the time. But nursing me back to health gave her the will to live again. This strengthened my perception that everything happens for a reason, and I gained immense faith in divine order. 
    

    
              I think I already had a sense of this unseen hand through my experiences in nature—surfing, snowboarding, hiking, jumping off waterfalls, interacting with forces far greater than I and often feeling held by something powerful and nurturing. But after my accident I felt an even greater willingness to meet the events of my life with receptivity and trust. There was an awareness that in this greater loving plan things weren’t entirely up to me, which helped relieve the guilt I felt around my brother’s death. I was able to let go of my distorted stories, and in this newly awakened state I healed from the accident so quickly that the doctors were amazed. 
    

    
              Life throws so much at us—joys, sorrows, miracles, tragedies. It’s often through the painful experiences that we learn to be more open, loving, and connective than we’d ever imagined possible. Love can be sublime, but also excruciating. Then there’s that space in the middle—broken open.
    

    
              Collin’s death was the first time I got broken open. I define this as a type of initiatory experience which brings about a definitive change in consciousness—you are one person before the experience, and another person after. But these types of life-altering events can go two different ways. They can make you more constricted, embittered, and fearful, or more expansive, loving, and open. It all depends on how you meet the moment, and whether you see it as a call to further growth. 
    

    
              A metaphor I use to explain this for guys is strength training. Let’s say you want to put on some muscle, so you start lifting weights. The way this process works is that first the tissues have to get torn down, stretched, and shredded, then as they repair in all the broken places they grow bigger. If you don’t take care of your muscles after going to the gym, you end up getting weak and injured. But if you give your body proper nutrition and rest, it heals and comes back stronger. 
    

    
              Having your heart broken is similar. Sometimes it gets shattered into a zillion little pieces, other times cracked and split in half. It might even feel like parts have been lost forever. No matter how it happens, the process that occurs afterward can lead either to further degeneration, or to healing and repair. The important thing to know is that we have more power over the direction it takes than we often give ourselves credit for.  
    

    
               After Collin’s loss and my own brush with death, I found myself becoming closer to people. Direct experience of both the fragility and the robustness of life gave me a sense of urgency around spending time with loved ones, and I realized how important it is to have the hard, scary, vulnerable conversations because there is no guarantee tomorrow will ever come. This is not about creating fear and anxiety. It’s about activating our courage and accepting reality in a way that can inform our behavior with wisdom and skill. When we realize how precious and fleeting each moment is, we will see that life’s genuine value is found not in performance or achievement, but in the quality, texture, and depth of our relationships. 
    

    
              My first budding awareness of this truth actually came from an impactful experience I had a few years before Collin’s death. He and I were close friends with our neighbors, the Long family, who had three siblings including a boy named Kenneth who was Collin’s age. I was dating the sister, Jennifer, the year a massive hurricane hit Houston. The power was out and there were downed trees and electrical lines everywhere. Jennifer and I were together when she got the call from her parents that Kenneth had died in a car accident. He had been out driving recklessly in the storm and ran into a fallen tree that was blocking the road in the dark. I immediately drove Jennifer home and stayed close to the family for the next few days. What left a profound mark on me was that they all took immense solace in knowing the last time they each saw Kenneth, their parting words were “I love you.” I carried something from that experience: the tremendous power of three simple words to change everything. 
    

    
              This knowledge contributed to my actions when I wrote Collin the letter. Though initially I beat myself up for not having the courage to speak those words to his face, now I take great comfort in knowing that at least he got the letter and saw I was making an effort to mend our relationship. If he hadn’t, my life would look completely different. Part of the gold mined from my brother wound is a commitment to repairing with loved ones any time I feel a disconnection. It has become a core value to see ruptures in relationships as moments that are ripe and juicy with potential for deeper connection. I’ve had lots of opportunities, in both my career and personal life, to say, “God forbid anything should happen to your loved one, but if they died tomorrow, how would you feel about the way you showed up today?” I learned the hard way not to take people for granted, so I often remind people that they should never assume they’ll have a chance to say what they need to say later because life happens. After we’ve departed, all that remains will be either the warmth and comfort of love, or its cold and painful absence.
    

    
              
    

    
      
    

    
      We’ve all been broken open in some way. When was the first time that happened for you? Can you identify your earliest experience of loss and disconnection? What has your life looked like as a result? 
    

    
              I’ve put these questions to enough men to know that there are common themes: your father bullying you, your mother shaming you, your coach humiliating you, your friends emasculating you, your brother betraying you, your girlfriend breaking your heart. It’s normal to have a fracture in our basic sense of trust, safety, and confidence in the world. Or, to frame it up in masculine terms, to feel like we’ve lost our power. Most men, in the right environment, can tap into a bottomless well of grief over a rupture that occurred at some point in their lives. This broken open space is an inflection point—it either leads to the dangerous behaviors we looked at in the last chapter, or it starts the turn within to face our shadow. 
    

    
               None of us can escape pain and suffering. We fall ill, lose our jobs, break up with our partners, go through bankruptcy, become homeless for a time, watch loved ones die, and eventually grow old and frail ourselves. Each of these experiences is a kind of separation, another hero’s journey with opportunities for growth. My teachers, Drs. Ron and Mary Hulnick at the University of Santa Monica, used to say that what happens to us is not the issue—it’s how we are with ourselves as we’re going through it. We can be gentle, loving, and compassionate, or harsh, cruel, and judgmental. The stories we make up can be expansive and enlarging, or contractive and diminishing. Our belief systems can empower us and support our efforts to become the best versions of ourselves, or they can limit and hold us back. Once we see that the real story is not the events themselves, but how we frame our relationship to them, everything changes. We can do something of value with what life hands us by responding in a way that honors and uplifts everyone involved.  
    

    
              Adopting this kind of mindset requires strong faith and confidence that the universe loves and supports us. It’s also helpful to have a template or pathway that allows us to move through life consciously. The hero’s journey is just one of many such models, but it is a particularly enduring and useful one, especially for men. We seem to have the hunger for challenge and adventure baked into us, so the hero’s journey framework can help us approach ordinary events of our lives in a courageous, purposeful way. 
    

    
              Humans are meaning-making creatures—or, as Joseph Campbell would say, myth-making. We tell stories to make sense of the world and our place in it. But the majority of people aren’t even aware of the running narrative that’s spinning out in their heads about who they are in relationship to everything and everyone around them. The hero’s journey model can help us become more intentional about how we are relating to the people and events in our lives. 
    

    
              Campbell called it the monomyth because it forms the basic pattern of stories told by every culture throughout history, from ancient legends to the latest Netflix series. The journey happens in three stages: separation, ordeal, and return. First the hero leaves home—which symbolically represents our comfort zone, that familiar sense of self and safety—to embark on an epic journey into unknown territory full of dangers and rewards. He then faces a series of tests and trials, fighting monsters which are projections of his own unconscious, and receiving aid from magical helpers who represent the unrealized gold lying buried within him. But the journey only becomes heroic in the third phase when he returns home. With the guidance of wise elders, he metabolizes all the transformative wisdom he has gained, and integrates it into his new mission to bestow blessings on others. He can now fulfill the duty of the adult male—which is to feed and serve the people—by bringing back the gifts and treasures he acquired on his quest. This is the archetypal rite of passage into the Sacred Masculine.
    

    
              Ultimately, the hero’s journey is about personal transformation. This is the most important aspect to consider when it comes to our own lives, since we are seldom called to fight literal monsters. Most likely our hero’s journeys will be far less glamorous—heartbreaks, health scares, addiction recovery, the loss of a child, dealing with mental conditions like depression or anxiety, caregiving for a parent or spouse. Bringing a growth mindset and spirit of adventure to our inevitable hardships helps us find power, passion, and purpose where otherwise we might feel like a victim. When we take responsibility for any part of a difficult and painful experience, it makes all the difference in our ability to move forward effectively. In fact, the research on PTSD suggests that people who have a sense of agency, both during and after the trauma, are more likely to recover and find quality of life.
      
        [51]
      
       
    

    
              For men who are really suffering, the hero’s journey is an invitation. What if I told you that however overwhelming, uncomfortable, inconvenient, sad, painful, terrifying, infuriating, or humiliating you find your current experience to be, this is the universe knocking on your door? The way you respond will dictate the rest of your life and its impact on other people. How are you going to show up? It’s not about what you're going through, as messed up as it may be. It's about being the hero of your own story, and when you get to the end of this particular chapter, whether you look in the mirror and feel proud of yourself or ashamed. 
    

    
              In the language of the hero’s journey, this moment is known as “the call.” It’s when the hero is compelled to separate from his old way of being and set forth into the unknown on a dangerous new adventure. We see this over and over in movies. For example, Luke Skywalker is living a boring life as a moisture farmer on his home planet when he finds a desperate message for Obi-Wan Kenobi recorded on R2-D2. Luke meets Kenobi, who tells him about Jedi knights and the Force, then asks him to help on a mission to take down the Empire. Luke protests, saying he must remain at home to help his aunt and uncle—a moment known as “refusal of the call” in the hero’s journey arc. It’s not until Luke finds his aunt and uncle killed by storm troopers that he is ready to heed the call. Soon he’s drawn into an intergalactic odyssey which will forever change everything he knows about himself and the world.
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              There are many other famous examples of the call in popular culture. Frodo Baggins is summoned to adventure by Gandalf, who gives him the Ring and asks him to take it out of the Shire. Harry Potter is called first by a series of owl-delivered letters, then by the appearance of Hagrid who tells him he’s a wizard. Rocky’s call comes when a heavyweight boxing champion decides to fight an unknown for the title and plucks Rocky out of obscurity. Alice is called to Wonderland when she follows the little white rabbit down a hole of unknown depth. In the Lion King, Simba’s chance meeting with his old playmate Nala becomes a call when she describes Scar’s awful rule and begs Simba to return home as the true king. Bruce Lee’s character in Enter the Dragon is called by a British intelligence agent who asks him to enter a martial arts tournament undercover and take down a crime boss. For Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz, the call is nothing less than a tornado sweeping her out of dull, gray Kansas into a bold new world of Technicolor.  
    

    
              We can also look to classical myth for inspiring examples of men who answered the call. Beowulf embarks on a dangerous quest to help Hrothgar, who has been like a father to him, after learning that the monster Grendel is terrorizing Hrothgar’s kingdom. In the Hindu epic Ramayana, Prince Rama is exiled to a demon-infested forest for fourteen years, an ordeal he faces with humility and grace before ultimately returning to claim the throne. In Arthurian legend, a young King Arthur pulls the sword from the stone, an act symbolizing separation from the feminine in order to be initiated into Mature Masculinity. Who should appear next but Merlin, the male embodiment of earth-centered spirituality and the most powerful magical helper a hero could ask for. 
    

    
              In religion too we see the call. St. John the Baptist, often thought of as the archetypal Wild Man of Christianity, lives in the desert wearing camel skin wraps and eating locusts dipped in wild honey. To him the call is clear—seek the Kingdom by living in righteousness—and he baptizes his followers in order to draw a neat line between the old, unconscious self and the new awakened one. There is a way of being before accepting the call, and another after. Prior to becoming the Buddha, Siddhartha Gautama was a pampered prince who never ventured beyond the confines of the palace. Then one day he sees a series of arresting sights known as the Four Divine Messengers: an old man, a sick man, a corpse, and an ascetic meditating peacefully under a tree. The young prince is broken open as he realizes the truth of suffering and feels an urgent need to seek beyond it. That very night he leaves his family and all he holds dear to embark on the ultimate quest for enlightenment. 
    

    
               The call to adventure is often made by a character who represents a bridge to another reality that the hero will have to explore. This figure may also herald tidings of a great evil brewing somewhere beyond the hero’s limited world. But the real drama happens within as the hero—who is often primed to receive this call by a gnawing discontent with everyday life—must grapple with his fears, insecurities, and reluctance to change. He may make an outright refusal of the call, or simply struggle internally before fully committing to the quest. Ultimately, either external circumstance or his own inner crisis will force him to embark, at which point there is no turning back. He has crossed the threshold and his life will never be the same.  
    

    
               This moment is symbolized powerfully in the Matrix when Morpheus offers Neo two pills and a choice. He can take the blue pill and return to ordinary life—which is really the delusion of the Matrix—or he can take the red pill and be initiated into the truth beyond the Matrix. Morpheus explains that no one can be told what the Matrix is; it has to be known directly. Then he holds out the two pills and says, “This is your last chance. After this there is no turning back. You take the blue pill, the story ends. You wake up in your bed and believe whatever you want to believe. You take the red pill, you stay in wonderland and I show you how deep the rabbit hole goes. Remember: all I’m offering is the truth, nothing more.” With very little hesitation, Neo pops the red pill and the rest of the movie begins. 
    

    
              If you have ever felt that life is devoid of meaning and purpose, or had a nagging sense of being out of alignment with the universe, then you have heard the call to adventure. This marks the start of the hero’s journey, as it is an invitation to venture beyond the constraints of your ordinary reality into the realm of possibility and growth. But rather than feeling glorious and thrilling, it often begins with the deep discomfort of knowing something’s not right. And while certainly it may bring outward changes to your life, the heart of the journey involves an inner transformation which occurs through reintegration of those parts of yourself that have been denied. Take the red pill and become more connected with your authentic self and the genuine source of your power, or take the blue pill and go back to sleepwalking and numbing out. 
    

    
              
      There are many different variations and flavors of the call, but they typically have to do with the parts of ourselves that we’ve put into shadow. Some people will turn to substances or other addictions to manage the pain that arises from denying or avoiding this reckoning. Others will go into toxic shame and tell themselves they are not good enough. But the more energy we put into refusing the call, the more we feed those dragons and the stronger they become. 
    

    
              Let’s say I spend a lot of time drinking, drugging, gambling, watching porn, and chasing the feminine, all to deny the part of me that feels lonely and insecure. This is eventually going to lead to some kind of catastrophe in my life. I might lose my job, get busted, go broke, suffer a health crisis, be left by my partner or estranged from my family and community. Then I’m really going to feel my shame and isolation even more. Had I paid attention to those feelings in the first place and been curious, brave, and motivated enough to unpack them, it would have taken away some of their charge instead of giving them more power. All the negative messages in my head—“you’re a piece of shit, you’re not good enough, you’ll never be happy, you can’t trust anybody, no one loves you”—were little dings of my inner GPS trying to point me in a particular direction. They were alerting me to where I was out of integrity, and I could have pursued them with a bit of hope, faith, and trust in the journey. Instead I chose to ignore them and keep doing what I’d been doing that wasn’t working, until finally disaster occurred.  
    

    
              I want to emphasize that the pattern of ignoring these signs is what our culture is built on. All the messaging we receive is that if we buy the right car or the right set of tennis shoes, if we get the right girl or take the right pill, it will make our problems go away. This paradigm supports a power structure and an economy rather than genuine human wellbeing. With all the societal emphasis on escape, we are often completely unprepared to confront our issues in mature and healthy ways. 
    

    
              I believe that in the not too distant past, when ritual and ceremony served to guide people through the archetypal journey of life, there was more of a social construct that viewed difficult experiences as necessary for growth and evolution. There were also very clear examples of what kind of man you would be when you conquered your demons in a conscious, mature way. Rather than feeling ashamed or like something was wrong with you when you encountered difficulties, you went to your knees in the temple, or out seeking in nature, or to elders in a men’s circle who could handle the situation in a sacred way. But in our culture, men who are willing to embrace their vulnerability and brokenness risk being considered weak and effeminate, so there are very few spaces in which they can safely explore those feelings. This is why we have an epidemic of depressed, disconnected men.
    

    
              Hardly a week goes by that I don’t read another article about how lost and lonely men are. This is affecting us across all borders and demographics. But it’s important to note that for many men, depression doesn’t fit the typical picture of moping around feeling sad. In his book 
      I Don’t Want to Talk About: Overcoming the Secret Legacy of Male Depression
      , brilliant therapist Terrence Real talks about what he calls “covert depression.” This is when men mask their feelings of inadequacy, shame, and despair with destructive behaviors that temporarily distract them from the pain. These behaviors become addictions—to substances, people, emotions like rage, or processes such as gambling and porn—which must be fed at all costs lest the hidden depression burst forth with a vengeance. As Real explains, “The degree to which a man relies upon addictive defenses to ward off depression determines the degree of his abusiveness or irresponsibility toward others. A covertly depressed man cannot afford to be fully responsive to those around him because his primary need lies in maintaining his defense.” The damage this causes to a man’s relationships creates a vicious cycle in which he becomes even more lonely, addicted, and disconnected. 
    

    
              The cure for covert depression, Real says, is overt depression: the masking behaviors must stop so that all the repressed pain can rise to the surface and be addressed. Only then can healing and personal growth take place. But this is a harrowing process which requires immense courage and strength, as well as outside guidance and support—and here we have all the ingredients of a hero’s journey. It begins with the willingness to stop running and face the truth, which is what is meant by answering the call. 
    

    
              The call is an ongoing process, a never-ending part of the experience of being human. But there's always a first call—the one of awakening, the initial turn. It’s saying 
      yes
       to that invitation for growth, or saying 
      no
       more clearly than ever before to the temptation to go to the dark side. In that 
      no
       you're saying 
      yes
       to something greater. This is the first step on the path.
    

    
              In his book 
      Troubled: A Memoir of Foster Care, Family, and Social Class,
       psychologist Rob Henderson recounts his rise from a childhood mired in poverty, tragedy, and dysfunction to his attendance of elite universities and successful career as a public intellectual. A friend of his who read an early draft of the manuscript pointed out that whether or not Henderson realized it, 
      Troubled
       was a hero’s journey. For example, despite initially rejecting an Air Force recruiter’s proposal to enlist—refusal of the call—Henderson eventually found himself on “a rickety bus to Lackland Air Force Base in Texas and then a C-130 to Kyrgyzstan.” Leaving behind his ordinary world of addiction, trauma, and dead-end jobs, Henderson traveled across the globe to undergo profound personal development. He now affirms that “people who frame their own life as a hero’s journey find more meaning in it.”
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              Perhaps more than the grandiose moments, it’s all the little calls we answer that define who we are over time. If I find a wallet with an ID and lots of cash, do I make an effort to get in touch with the owner, or do I keep the money and throw the wallet away? That’s a very clear call—I can go one way or the other way, but which will actually make me happy? What is the right thing to do when I believe nobody’s watching? Are my actions building integrity or creating more toxic shame? 
    

    
              If we view life as a hero’s journey, we are being called on a daily basis to choose love over fear. Answering that call requires a tremendous amount of courage, strength, faith, humility, and an awareness of the risks and consequences of refusal. My prayer for men is that we move beyond denial, defensiveness, resistance, bargaining, justification, and victimhood into maturity of perspective and the acceptance of what 
      is
      . Once we cross that threshold onto the pathway of the Sacred Masculine, we will come to know that the 
      real
       power move is to allow ourselves to be broken open, that way we can face each new experience with vulnerability, openness, and trust.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      There are two ways of getting broken open. One is the result of things that are handed to us—illness, death, loss, betrayal, all the forms of pain and suffering inherent to earthly life. And then there is the intentional turn within that happens when we realize our shadow can destroy us if we don’t reveal it. There is a need to pierce through the veil of ignorance, denial, and delusion in order to see things clearly, and that is the conscious, willful form of getting broken open. 
    

    
              I have seen this over and over in my work with men. Typically what happens is that they go through a crisis because life isn’t working out the way they thought it would. The models of masculinity they’ve been fed by the media—destructive, unrestrained, emotionally illiterate, physically violent “heroes”—don’t serve them so well in the real world of careers and relationships. Everything’s falling apart and they have a footprint on their ass from a partner, a boss, or the legal system, so they make this intentional turn. Perhaps for the very first time, instead of simply looking forward and trying to figure out how to get out of the mess they’re in, they turn back to face the past and better understand how they got here. There's an accounting for the impact of their environment, what they were marinated in, and how they behaved as a result. This is the threshold of conscious transformation. It opens the way to an authentic initiatory experience in which they learn to make more skillful, loving, open-hearted, interconnective choices.  
    

    
              For me this turn happened in my late 20s. It started with the wakeup call of getting knocked unconscious in my bike accident, which is an interesting paradox. The shamanic journey of near-death experiences involves going into darkness, where there is tremendous potential for seeing the light. That was the beginning of my call, but I still had a lot of healing to do around my brother. The more I learned about what authentic masculinity really looked like, the more aware I became of how I’d given Collin a particular example which didn’t serve him. His death broke me open, yet it wasn’t until two years later that I learned to cultivate this process intentionally through my rebirth into men’s work. 
    

    
              Before losing Collin, I had been running a very successful restaurant in Houston. There was a big, loud, wealthy Texan named Chuck Jeness who used to come in, often accompanied by younger guys whom he was mentoring in the twelve-step community. Chuck was involved with men’s work in Houston, and he belonged to a generation of wise elders in what was then a close-knit, village-like community. Although he befriended me and tried to bring me into that world, I resisted. Chuck was in sobriety, a prosperous banker and rancher, and not really my flavor, so I used that as an excuse to refuse the call. I also think my life looked too good at the time, with my restaurant frequently on the front page of the newspaper’s society section because all the beautiful people went there. I couldn’t see that the things I was doing fed my hunger for something exciting without providing any real substance. 
    

    
              Then the economy took a nose dive during the Persian Gulf crisis and I had to close the restaurant. Shortly after that I lost Collin. The fortress of denial I’d built, which looked so perfect on the outside, was crumbling to reveal the depths of my pain and fragility. Although at the time I didn’t really appreciate Chuck or what he was about, I do remember him being the first man I ever openly wept with. He came over after my brother died and held me while I bawled like a baby. 
    

    
              Next came my bike accident and spiritual shift. Once recovered, I decided to go live in Costa Rica with some friends who were running a nonprofit. I went from the bright lights of the city to a sleepy little village in the jungle where I lived without electricity much of the time. This simple, contemplative existence brought me to the realization that I had a whole lot more to figure out, and I came back humbler and more connected. It was clear that I had been in a period of renewal to prepare for some unknown mission. Though it wasn’t ominous and foreboding, I had a sense that greater tests were yet to come, and that there would be numerous calls to which I wanted to be fit and ready to respond. 
    

    
              Back home in Texas, I reconnected with Chuck. I mentioned seeing a flier for this thing called the New Warrior Training Adventure, and I swear I heard his phone drop and hit the floor. When I asked what happened, he said, “I've been talking to you about that for two years.” I literally hadn’t heard him because I just wasn’t ready. 
    

    
              And so I found myself at a New Warrior Training Adventure offered by the Mankind Project. This weekend-long male initiation patterned after the hero’s journey was exactly the experience I’d been anticipating. It felt like a big neon sign was there just for me that said “This is it.” By the end of the weekend, I knew beyond all doubt that my life had a larger purpose, and that men’s work was going to be an integral part of it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 4: Initiation 
    

    
      
    

    
      I didn't know what I was getting into with that first New Warrior weekend, but my experience was profound. For the first time in my life, I felt in the company of men who genuinely cared about each other and what was going on in the world. These men wanted to live wholeheartedly. They needed to believe they had a purpose, and they felt that if they were going to suffer then it should be for the right things. 
    

    
              When the weekend was over I had two certainties. One was that this work would be a part of my life forever. I needed it desperately and didn't think I could ever get enough. The other was that I wanted to contribute. I felt a strong call to be part of what I saw these men doing for each other, so that’s what I devoted my life to for the next thirty years. I have led hundreds of retreats and had the immense honor of witnessing thousands of men be transformed in even greater ways than I was. 
    

    
              It is said in these circles that men experience two births. The first is the biological birth from the mother’s womb. The second is the initiatory process, a spiritual rebirth into manhood and the arms of other men. I would add that there is a third birth, which is back into the world as an initiated, awakened, mature, responsible man. 
    

    
              This is the three-stage hero’s journey for us, and it unfolds as a never-ending cycle throughout our lives. We separate from what we thought it meant to be a man, surrendering all the stories and beliefs that no longer serve us. We face the ordeal of our shadows and become accountable for how we’ve manifested toxic unconscious behaviors. Then we make the shift in consciousness to a higher way of being, and return to our families and communities with the gift of Sacred Masculinity. This is a rinse-and-repeat process. Over and over, each time as though it were the first, we come with our broken-open hearts to a circle of mature and awakening men—some with white hair and beards who have traveled far and seen many things—to do the soul work of repairing and restoring connections. Through ritual and ceremony, we heal the broken places and learn to live with greater passion, purpose, and presence.  
    

    
              The experience created on Warrior weekends, and other modern male initiation rites, taps into something very ancient and archetypal which lives in our souls as men. Throughout time and cultures, there has been the recognition that on this human journey we can benefit tremendously from having the right rituals to guide us from one stage of life to the next. Without them we may feel lost in transition, which is an uncomfortable and even dangerous state. So we have long relied on ceremonies and rites of passage to help us move consciously from one way of being into another. 
    

    
      For young males, this means separating from the world of boyhood to become men. Indigenous traditions symbolically created the hero’s journey for boys by subjecting them to ordeals. In the middle of the night, a group of scary-looking elders would come and snatch the boys from the comfort of their mothers’ beds and breasts, then drag them out into the wilderness to be initiated. The women were in on it because they knew the process was essential to growing up and becoming a contributing member of the community. Once a young boy was taken from his mother and birthed into the world of men, he knew that things were changed forever and he couldn’t go back to the feminine in the same way he had left it. In time he would return to the feminine as an adult through marriage. But the distinction was that whereas before he was cared for by the feminine—his mother—now he shouldered the responsibility of caring for the women, children, elderly, and disabled people of his family and tribe. He went from being a dependent to a provider, from taking to giving. This was essentially the “death” of the boy and the “birth” of the man. 
    

    
              Rites of passage are a clear crossing of the threshold from childhood into adulthood, and a preparation for the duties and challenges of the adult male. In tribal cultures, this typically involves shows of bravery and the endurance of pain. Boys might be made to kill something to prove they are strong and capable of providing for the people. Even today, when young men go out hunting and fishing with their dads, it taps into this primal ideal. Sometimes the youths themselves were ritually wounded, such as with scarification or tooth-chipping, which leave physical and symbolic marks. Again, the purpose of all this was to ensure that the boys would become fully-functioning members of society. And the entire village took an interest in ushering them into the next phase of life so that they felt a real sense of belonging. 
    

    
              The fact that there was always some sort of ceremonial bloodletting involved may be the male answer to menstruation, which automatically initiates girls into womanhood and signals to the community that they are ready for the responsibilities of adulthood. Men don’t have this built-in rite of passage, so we have to create our own. We often feel that our masculinity needs to be constantly reinforced, reclaimed, or reasserted, unlike women who cross certain thresholds—such as getting their period or having a baby—and can never have that identity taken from them. There is no equivalent for being called a pussy or a fag which carries the same kind of baggage for women as it does for men. 
    

    
              Our fragile masculinity results in the incessant need to stay vigilant so that we don’t appear weak or vulnerable. It also gives rise to the competitive spirit which is such a huge aspect of our experience. Part of our animal nature is to try and prove ourselves as strong and capable according to some external metric. In almost any culture, little boys start picking up sticks and turning them into swords and spears, whereas little girls pick things up and turn them into dolls so they can nurture and comfort them. It just seems to be in our biology. 
    

    
              What rites of passage have done in the past is provide an outlet for this natural impulse to challenge ourselves and create a symbolic threshold we can cross which will make us feel more powerful and complete as men. When there isn’t a healthy context for that, we end up with shadow initiations based on the immature masculine. A stark example is gang culture with its complex rites and rituals—initiation may mean committing your first murder, and the mark of manhood is a certain color or tattoo. We also see shadow initiations in fraternity hazing, rape culture, and the need to prove one’s value by having a big truck or a lot of money in the bank. 
    

    
              Masculine rituals have been hijacked by the patriarchy to show up in religion, sports, the military, men’s clubs with twisted ideals, and all these institutions that reinforce male dominance. In earlier times, the mark of initiation let everyone know that this was a man to be counted on who lived in service of his family and community. Now having the varsity badge, military rank, or letters behind one’s name may only mean that we feel more entitled to be abusive. This brand of manhood is not about getting in touch with our true power and awakening to a greater cosmic purpose. It’s about domination and control over others, and the ability to shoot on command—even women and children—in service of an ideal or flag. 
    

    
              One example of how rites of passage become distorted is routine infant circumcision. Removal of the foreskin in a ceremonial context is a very ancient form of initiation through ritual wounding which predates recorded history. It has been practiced by such diverse cultures as the Egyptians, Pacific Islanders, Hebrews, and certain Native American and African tribes. But the turn it has taken in American society—where 80% of men are circumcised, most of them as infants
      
        [54]
      
      —reflects a culture in which boys are systematically desensitized to their emotional and physical bodies from the very moment of birth. 
    

    
              In many tribal cultures, circumcision is performed on older boys who must demonstrate their ability to bear pain in order to make the transition to manhood. In other traditions, notably Judaism, circumcision is done at birth. Just as some scholars view kosher laws as having their origins in sanitation, circumcision was likely a hygienic move for men who had limited access to clean water and soap, and might be out in the desert tending their herds for days at a time. But the laws came down wrapped in religious symbolism, so in Jewish culture circumcision has taken on the significance of a spiritually affirming message: “Welcome to the world as a man.” It was the rabbis who circumcised baby boys, saying prayers and creating more of an energetically loving context around what was otherwise a brutal infliction of pain. 
    

    
              The U.S. has the highest rate of circumcision in a non-religious context, and it’s worth unpacking the history behind that to understand how our constructs of masculinity get influenced by these pseudo-initiations. Circumcision came to America in the 19
      th
       century by way of England, where it was promoted as a cure for everything from masturbation to venereal disease.
      
        [55]
      
       But whereas England abandoned the practice after a few generations, here in the States it became entrenched. Victorian demonization of sex and an emerging obsession with modern sanitation combined to produce the first non-ritual institution of circumcision in history. But perhaps the strongest influence at work has been the industrial-military complex. Starting with the World Wars, servicemen were encouraged to have their foreskins removed as a prophylactic against STDs and infections. Circumcision came to be considered a standard procedure all baby boys went through to make them ready for war, often without any measures to reduce pain. 
    

    
              There has been pushback against infant circumcision as being a cruel and medically unnecessary practice which should be challenged if not outright abolished. Canadian researchers who studied the heartrates and crying patterns of babies being circumcised actually halted their work because they found it unethical to continue after seeing the trauma incurred by the infants. Several of the babies stopped breathing temporarily, and one even vomited.
      
        [56]
      
       I view this as another form of institutional violence arising from the distorted perception that “real” boys and men don’t cry. Yet outside the anti-circumcision movement, the practice is hardly questioned. Even if mothers feel uncomfortable with their newborn sons being strapped to a board and subjected to a distressing and permanently altering procedure, they often go along with it because of external pressure from doctors or partners. Fathers are even less likely to resist the status quo—the strongest predictor of circumcision is whether or not the individual’s father was circumcised.
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       As author and philosopher Sam Keen has observed, “We do not want to look at the cruelty that is systematically inflicted on men or the wound that is deemed a necessary price of manhood.”
      
        [58]
      
    

    
              Clearly there is a psychic trauma that occurs here. To take an incredibly tender newborn and cut off the most sensitive part of his body when every fiber of his tiny being is reaching out for love, care, and safety is a shocking betrayal. The message it sends is that male feeling and tenderness are not valued, and that pleasure is only manly when it is being used to dominate others. Circumcision is a kind of emotional amputation along with the physical one. Is it really surprising that so many men are struggling with intimacy, sexuality, and violence?
    

    
              For far too long, boys have been subjected to the most intimate pain and trauma at the hands of the very elders who are supposed to care for them, thus initiating them into the legacy of male violence so that one day they can pass on their unconscious wounding to the next generation. This is how rites of passage, when they lose their true meaning and sacredness, end up doing more harm than good.    
    

    
              There was a time when the impulse to affirm our manhood was met skillfully, wisely, and powerfully, in a way that helped us grow up to be righteous. Our passage into maturity was guided by an ideal of masculinity that was profoundly generative and put us in right relationship to the feminine, both within and without. Unfortunately, we have either ignored or lost the life-affirming, connective intentions of our formal rites of passage. But this stuff is still in our bones and balls, and it needs to be harnessed for constructive use. We must recognize that without healthy rituals and ceremonies, men end up rudderless and lost without a sense of purpose or a way to be of service to anything beyond themselves. 
    

    
              On the other hand, when these energies can be properly channeled by the elders—wise men and women of our communities—it will curtail a lot of the dysfunctional behaviors men fall into as a result of this baked-in desire to test themselves. This is not about a return to abusing young boys, yanking them from their beds and chipping their teeth, or saying “grow up and be a man” in a way that denigrates the feminine. It’s about awakening in them the desire to be of greater value and service to the world, and giving them the tools and confidence to do so. That is the goal of male initiation rites offered by the Mankind Project, Sacred Sons, Illuman, and many other organizations devoted to conscious awakening for men which are popping up around the world. 
    

    
              I know that without these experiences I would not be enjoying the fortunate and blessed life I have today. I’ve also seen the positive impacts this work has on thousands upon thousands of other men. But I can only wonder how Collin might have benefited, and whether he would still be here today if he had crossed the same threshold.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Initiation, like any other powerful force, is a knife that cuts both ways. The distinction is in whether or not we are conscious of it. Again, any experience that has the power to change someone dramatically from one way of being to another is an initiation. When we bring proper awareness and intention to that process—both as the ones being initiated, and the ones initiating others—it makes all the difference in whether the results are beneficial or harmful. 
    

    
              For some men, their first initiatory experiences took place with their fathers on a trip somewhere, usually out in nature. They traveled and separated from home, entered an outdoor environment—camping, hiking, playing in the ocean—and had a type of awakening through the experience of awe and wonder while in the presence of their fathers. Or maybe they went on a trip with a club or team and found themselves crossing a threshold when their mentor, leader, or the group made them feel like a man among men for the very first time. Perhaps you can recall a moment like this which shaped and defined you. Or maybe you feel that the lack of it has left you incomplete, like something was missing on your journey to manhood.
    

    
              Most young men are seeking this type of recognition. But such moments can also be inflection points where another type of initiation takes place. I’ve heard so many stories, especially from guys who are questioning their sexuality, about how the first time they were with an older man who really made them feel seen, the moment turned dark and sexual. Instead of sitting around a campfire roasting marshmallows the way it should have happened, it got weird, and they may even have been molested. These experiences are confusing and can color men’s relationship to sexuality for the rest of their lives.
    

    
              But there are a couple of distinctions that need to be made here. First, it’s not the guys dressed up in lipstick, wigs, and heels who we need to worry about. It’s the coaches, pastors, and troop leaders masquerading as healthy role models when in fact they are predators who groom young boys by establishing trust. The other thing that needs to be clearly stated is that just because someone had an experience like this with an older male, that didn’t “turn” them gay. Plenty of straight guys were sexually abused by men as children. I also think there are times when older gay men acting out of shadow gravitate toward vulnerable young men who already have that wiring but haven’t sorted it out yet. And then there are healthy gay male role models who initiate younger men into sexual appetite and love. Which way the knife cuts in these situations depends on the older man’s level of maturity and consciousness. 
    

    
              My first sexual experiences were with a male cousin whose family used to come stay with us every summer. One year, when I was about eight and he was thirteen or fourteen, we started having what I would call kid sex. There was no penetration and I don’t think anybody had an orgasm, but I remember sitting on his lap, getting in his sleeping bag, and playing “hide the weenie” in the shower. I wanted his attention because I thought he was cool, so when he asked me to do things I said sure. He never forced anything, and I didn’t go along with it because I was afraid of him. I simply surrendered to a natural curiosity, an appetite we’re all born with, and there was a part of me that enjoyed it.
    

    
              I’ve had a lot of time to think about this, and even today when I check in with myself, I honestly don’t feel I was abused. Yet because of my education and training, I know there’s a formula here which says that with that much of a power differential in age and size, it should have been traumatic as opposed to “just what kids do.” I also know that other boys in the same circumstance might have come away feeling victimized and perpetrated on, especially if they grew up in a toxic patriarchal household where all the messages they got from older males were that people who engage in these kinds of behaviors are degenerates. I believe there is a tendency to pathologize sexual experimentation between boys, which is based on the misperception that this only happens if you’re gay. Many men who’ve had similar experiences carry it as though something is wrong with them. When pushed into shadow, these feelings can show up as overt homophobia—as later became the case with my cousin—or in a way that looks like trying to prove they’re not gay by being reckless in their sexuality with women. 
    

    
              I know a lot of men who explored like this with other young boys. It’s not an initiation into homosexuality so much as into the darker, animal side of men that is purely sexual and completely disconnected from the feminine, emotional side of our being. That’s the thing about having an appendage, a cock—it’s outside of us. So it can be a struggle for men to have any kind of discernment between what is genuine intimacy and connection, and what is just animalistic sex. I don’t know when this starts for us. There are pictures of male fetuses already tugging on themselves in the womb. 
    

    
              On the other side of this equation are innocent sexual experiences which occur with young girls. We live in a culture in which sexual objectification of the feminine is seen as “normal,” so we typically diminish the impact we had as children when our sexuality was first coming online and we started playing around with it. Often in these early experiences there is penetration, not necessarily with the penis, but with fingering or even toys. Until guys speak about it in a circle of men, they might never acknowledge the harm they’ve done. From their background, this is just what boys do to girls—perhaps even their own sisters—and they don’t realize how damaging it is. Where there should have been some discomfort and even appropriate shame, it was absent. And where there probably didn’t need to be shame, like in a circle jerk with a bunch of boys mutually exploring, they end up carrying it as a wound for the rest of their lives. These imbalanced reactions are based on gender stereotypes and conditioning, and they need to be brought into greater alignment.  
    

    
              No matter what our sexual wounds may be, keeping them in shadow kills us slowly and painfully. It eats away at our self-love and self-worth, and can lead to even more destructive behaviors which harm ourselves and others. Talking about these experiences in a safe space is critical to healing. In a circle of mature men, someone can say, “You know, there was always a part of me that knew it was not entirely okay what I did with my sister. She hasn’t spoken to me in fifteen years, so I probably do need to pick up the phone and say ‘Hey look, that was fucked up, and it may be the piece that’s kept us from being in relationship.’” It’s important to shine a light on the toxic environment that allows these kinds of things to happen, because as long as the secrecy continues there can be no real repair. 
    

    
              My cousin wasn’t malicious or demeaning when he initiated me into sexuality. But I was young and vulnerable, and this is where it can go very wrong for a lot of guys. I’ve heard so many stories about things men did in these early experimentations—to girls, boys, even to animals—which they carry for the rest of their lives. Now with the internet there’s a whole new world of distorted behaviors to get caught up in. 
    

    
              If this is you and you’re carrying shame around your sexual experiences, it’s important to understand that you’re not alone. There are plenty of resources, from therapy and twelve-step programs to men’s circles and spiritual retreats, which can help heal the pain and trauma of your past experiences and transform the way you’re relating to them in the present. You need to know that it’s possible to be liberated from whatever is disrupting your ability to have genuine, healthy intimacy. Regardless of how your early experiences looked, it’s never too late to get initiated into a new way of being which will allow you to find true connection—physically, emotionally, and spiritually—with the partner of your choice. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      From the larger perspective of the hero’s journey, sex is just one of many types of initiations men go through. Others might include hunting, providing, going to war, getting married, and becoming a father. If we bring attention to these events in a way that makes them more like rituals, they can be foundational steps on the masculine path. 
    

    
              In order to do this, what young men need is the presence of wise, well-seasoned elders who have walked this path and are willing to take on the roles and responsibilities of mentors. They need teachers who can guide them to make good decisions during their school years; coaches and pastors who consciously model mature masculinity; fathers and grandfathers who embrace them more intimately as dads-to-be so that they don’t have to figure it all out on their own. Most of all, they need to know that part of manhood is being vulnerable and sharing our experiences in the comfort and company of other men.  
    

    
              Boys are constantly looking to older men who can demonstrate what masculinity is supposed to look like, so it’s important to be conscious of the behaviors and belief systems we are bringing them into. Yet all too often, those who pass for “elders” in domination culture—drill sergeants, professors, supervisors—aren’t interested in men’s souls. All these shadow elders have to offer is the shaming, authoritarianism, and violence that was handed down to them. In order to be true mentors, older men need to step out of the idea that they are in competition with younger men. Rather than feeling threatened, they can move into a more nurturing, benevolent stance. 
    

    
              What are your most powerful memories of older men who held positions of influence and authority in your life? How did you experience their presence? Do certain emotions come up when you remember them? Are you modeling the same behaviors today, consciously or unconsciously, and what impact might that have on younger men?
    

    
              Robert Bly, grandfather of the mythopoetic men’s movement, has said that in any relationship between an older man and a younger man, there are really only two channels: either the young man feels blessed, or he feels cursed. There’s not a whole lot of room in the middle. When he is seen, acknowledged, valued, and held by the elder, that is a blessing. But when an immature older man acts out of shadow in ways that are diminishing and degrading to the younger man, he experiences that as a curse. Even relationships that feel neutral and unaffecting are a kind of blight, because young guys really need older men to be present for them. Neglect is death by a thousand cuts. 
    

    
              Bly points out that prior to the industrial revolution, boys learned from their fathers by doing all the activities of life together. There was a direct, experiential transmission of knowledge, skills, and confidence from father to son. But now the average dad only spends a few minutes a day with his kids, and the rest of the time he is at work. In many households, the father is not there at all, or he is physically present but emotionally absent. 
    

    
              Bly also notes that the responsibility of initiating young males traditionally belonged to a group of unrelated elders, or “uncles,” rather than to the boys’ own fathers because there was too much tension in the father-son relationship.
      
        [59]
      
       Today, however, boys’ upbringing falls entirely on fathers—or even on single mothers—who must compete with the destructive influence of social media. The idea that parents should bear the sole burden of raising their children is dangerous. Without the cooperation of a whole village, we are left with generations of men stuck in immature boy consciousness who lack the will and ability to serve the greater good. 
    

    
      Even if you never had positive male role models as a youth, it’s still possible to form relationships that offer healthier, more wholehearted models of masculinity. This is why a key component of the initiatory experience is rebirth into a brotherhood of men who are committed to the Sacred Masculine. The concept of wholeness/holiness includes connection and belonging to a place where we are seen as having something of meaning and value to contribute. 
    

    
      In my own experience, becoming part of a tribe of guys who can see me for who I truly am, especially when I can’t see myself, has been profoundly healing, nurturing, and empowering. This is medicine for the epidemic of lonely men. It’s critical for us to feel the sense of safety and belonging that comes from being a member of the tribe. I think this is a core piece that keeps men together in whatever form of group behavior they are engaged in, even if it’s gaming, cosplay, or mob violence. There’s something really vital about letting our inner little boy out to play with his friends, so we need to find healthy outlets for that in the ritual space of a men’s circle rather than allowing it to draw us into harmful activities with very real consequences.  
    

    
              One of the most compelling things I’ve witnessed in men’s circles is that as soon as the first guy starts telling the truth, there is a collective sigh of relief and all the other hands shoot up. Someone always says, “I thought I was the only one.” There is a lot of risk involved in showing our soft underbelly, and the fear of emasculation is a powerful motivator which drives us to armor up in really destructive ways. But when we have a safe container in which to share our experience without worrying that it will be weaponized against us, the potential for healing is extraordinary. Most men believe that everyone else has it all figured out and they are carrying the burden alone. But that’s just the internalized oppressive voice of the patriarchy saying there is something wrong with us if we don’t drink the Kool-Aid and pretend nothing is wrong. Seeing ourselves reflected in the faces of other men provides affirmation that we have finally found a more authentic, life-affirming path. 
    

    
              Men’s work is not just about facing all the painful, harmful, negative things we’ve put into shadow. Sometimes it’s about reclaiming lost parts of ourselves that were more hopeful and optimistic. The archetypal elements of innocence, spontaneity, creativity, joy, and connection we had as little boys are deeply important to our wellbeing as men, because when they get cut off it often results in addictive behaviors. Having lost access to the tender innocent part of us that once felt delight and wonder in the world, we seek to experience those feelings through drugs, alcohol, sex, gambling, and other destructive outlets. But when we are able to tap back into the pure energy of our inner Golden Child—the part of us that is still whole, complete, unwounded, and can view the world in a positive light—we find genuine love and connection in healthy ways. 
    

    
              Working in ritual space helps us rediscover and reintegrate these disowned parts of ourselves, transforming them into sources of authentic power. This often shows up in the stories of hero’s journeys as magical gifts—elixirs, talismans, weapons with special powers, etc.—which symbolize the unrealized gold we carry that can redeem us if we learn to access it. As Jesus said, “If you bring forth what is within you, what you bring forth will save you.” Certain forms of ritual space belong to a particular culture, such as the Native American sweat lodge or Latin Catholic mass. But they all share archetypal elements of personal transformation and willingness to put our gold qualities in service of the whole. 
    

    
              The Bible is rich with stories of men going to the desert as a kind of ritual space. I think that’s just the masculine way—into the wilderness. Moses spent forty days in solitude on Mt. Sinai before receiving the Ten Commandments.
      
        [60]
      
       The prophet Elijah fasted on a journey to the mountain, where he had a revelation of God in a “still, small voice.”
      
        [61]
      
       And of course, Jesus did the ultimate forty-day-and-forty-night retreat, fasting and praying alone in the desert after being initiated by John the Baptist.
      
        [62]
      
       Toward the end, when Jesus was weak and hungry, Satan came to tempt him. First he suggested that Jesus turn stones into loaves to break his fast. Then he asked Jesus to throw himself off a tower and let the angels catch him in order to prove himself as the chosen one. When none of that worked, he took Jesus to the top of a mountain and showed him a supernatural vision of the world, offering absolute rulership of the material realm if Jesus would bow down before him. The refusal and rebuke to Satan is symbolic of Jesus facing his own shadow in the ritual space of conscious initiation, where the circumstances are created in a very theatrical way to represent these larger themes of metamorphosis. 
    

    
              The Buddha endured similar ordeals under the Bodhi Tree. While sitting in meditation, he was approached by the figure of Mara—a loose equivalent to Satan—who tried to thwart his quest for enlightenment. Mara first sent his three beautiful daughters to appeal to the Buddha’s carnal appetites, but that made no impact. Next he sent a demon who conjured all sorts of terrifying visions to disturb his meditation, but the Buddha remained unshakeable. Mara then unleashed an entire army, but the arrows and spears only turned to flowers and fell harmlessly at the Buddha’s feet. Finally, Mara directly challenged him by questioning his worthiness and right to pursue enlightenment at all. In response, the Buddha touched the Great Earth with his hand so that She could bear witness to the many eons he had spent perfecting his virtues in order to become a Buddha in his last life. Again, these are all metaphors for the initiatory process of facing our shadow and realizing the latent gold we carry within. For the Buddha, the end result was enlightenment. 
    

    
              Initiation has always been, and will always be, part of our journey as men. The level of maturity and consciousness we bring to that process determines how skillfully we handle the tasks and challenges of life. When we have it clear in our minds that the end goal is not power, control, and domination over others, but connection, purpose, and service to the whole, our rites of passage will initiate us into Sacred Masculinity rather than the toxic shadow version. Once we’ve tasted the flavor of true, authentic manhood, we can never again doubt what we’re here for. The work from then on is to orient ourselves toward this ideal as much as possible….
    

    
              And that’s where the journey starts to twist and turn. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 5: Orientation
    

    
      
    

    
      Years ago, I was in a sweat lodge with twenty or thirty other men. It was the end of a weekend retreat and we were preparing to go home after having had our souls tossed and turned in a way that motivated and inspired us. As I sat there in the dark—out in the middle of nowhere with a bunch of random guys who had no idea what this was about before coming, yet who felt on a really deep level that they needed to be here—suddenly I got overcome by a feeling that some larger plan was at work. 
    

    
              Out of my sense of wonder arose imagery of wild beasts called together in great migrations to ancient breeding grounds and watering holes. It came to me that my companions and I were also being pulled along invisible pathways to a deeply spiritual place logged in our DNA, a common well where we could drink and feed our souls as men. Like whales traveling around the world, turtles returning to lay eggs on the same stretch of beach where they were hatched, or birds navigating by the stars and Earth’s gravitational poles, we were responding to a call which most of us feel at some point in our lives. Something deep inside propels us to become more than we ever thought we were capable of being, to have a lasting impact on those we care about and be a greater force for good in the world. Just as salmon swim upstream to spawn right before the meat falls off their bones and they die, we are also compelled to undergo treacherous journeys and beat overwhelming odds in order to fulfill this mysterious primal impulse. 
    

    
              The men in that sweat lodge had come to be initiated into the Sacred Masculine, and I was struck by the fact that once we stepped out of the dark, we would go back to our separate lives forever changed by our journey together. We would return over and over to this source of nourishment, which is a particular kind of reflection from the masculine that offers love, acceptance, and belonging to a brotherhood. 
    

    
              In previous generations, men were looking for the blessing of the father. They wanted to know they were enough and that they had what it takes to get the job done. Now it seems that many young guys come to men’s work feeling like their parents really loved and understood them, but they’re not connected to their masculinity or their power. They’re getting messages from society that men are bad and toxic, so out of fear of doing harm they’ve become kind of weak and impotent. In both cases, the result is a feeling of not being man enough, which is why a big part of the initiatory experience into Mature Masculinity is being seen and valued by a tribe of men. 
    

    
              Another commonality we have is the need to feel like we are being of use. When we don’t have a righteous leader or mission, we might follow something as petty, dangerous, and harmful as the quest for power through the use of senseless violence. Without healthy elders, guidance, or support systems, men are left to create something on their own to meet the desire for mission and challenge, which can become incredibly destructive. But once a man grows conscious enough to know that he could benefit from having something steadier to orient himself to, there are lots of paths to choose from. All he needs is a good map. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Anyone who’s ever used a map knows there is a difference between looking at the terrain on paper and actually being on the ground. You might have studied the map back home, but once you’re physically standing there it’s no longer two-dimensional. Now you’re surrounded by peaks and valleys, cliffs and crevasses, rivers and forests, shoreline and mountain ranges, each with its own hazards and challenges. On top of that, conditions are always changing. The weather, the season, your own physical and mental state—they are all volatile and dynamic. You soon realize that planning the trip and making it home in time for dinner having slayed dragons are two very different things.  
    

    
               If life is a journey, our belief systems are the maps that guide us. Just as inaccurate or outdated maps will get us lost, faulty beliefs can lead us astray. There is also a difference between our ideals and the messy reality of our lives on the ground. That’s why it’s important to keep examining the stories we carry in order to be sure they are actually serving us. 
    

    
              Historically, maps were tools of conquest. They showed who owned what, where the resources were, and anything that stood in the way of claiming them. It’s astonishing how far some men would go to be the first ones to plant their flag on a piece of ground, simply for the sake of acquiring territory. If they found something of material value, it didn’t matter how rich the cultural heritage was in a particular place—they wiped everybody out so they could put their name on the map. Where there wasn’t anything of value, it was as though that place never existed. These were maps made by hungry ghosts, or people infected with wetiko, and they depicted a world of consumption and domination. 
    

    
              Whether we like it or not, we have inherited versions of these same maps. But now humanity is coming to the painful awareness that they are no longer serving us. If we look at what we are collectively facing—mental health epidemics, chronic illnesses, ecological crises, waves of tragic violence—we see all the symptoms of a society that has lost its way and needs a new direction. 
    

    
              The move here is to unpack the unconscious maps we’ve been operating from, and ask ourselves what is the path and what is the destination? What is the metric I’m measuring myself by and where will that lead me? Consider the cliché of the man who spends his whole life working for the company, and when he retires all he gets is a pat on the back and a gold watch. He’s given himself over to working hard and doing what he was told, following the map he was given, but the destination he arrived at was not what he expected. A more disastrous example might be that of a young man indoctrinated by gang culture to believe that the road to masculine power is through murder—only to find himself stripped of even his most basic rights in prison. These things happen when we fail to critically examine the maps we’ve been given.
    

    
              It’s also important to acknowledge that our maps will always be incomplete and limited, because as long as we’re alive, we keep learning more. On the first maps ever drawn, the earth was flat and you fell off the end of them. We thought there were dragons and sea monsters out there. Now we have the Global Positioning System, which provides a level of detail and accuracy that would bewilder the first cartographers. GPS can be thought of as an image of the world, but it’s also an operating system which is constantly updated to reflect the changing reality on the ground. Without corrections it would quickly become obsolete, and perhaps even get users lost in dangerous territory. 
    

    
              Whether or not you’re fully conscious of it, you have an operating system which guides you through life. How you perceive and experience the world, what information you take in, and the way you show up in response is determined by that framework. Your operating system is partly the result of conditioning and socialization, and partly hard-wired after hundreds of thousands of years as a species on this planet. The human blueprint includes capacity for connection, belonging, giving, receiving, and empathy. If it didn’t, we would just be reptiles. There is also scientific evidence that men come preprogrammed with a certain amount of aggression, which ties into our need to be providers and defenders.
      
        [63]
      
       But how we meet those impulses, and whether they result in skillful or unskillful behaviors, is entirely up for grabs. It all depends how conscious we are of what’s running in the background and driving our behavior.
    

    
              Over the course of human history there have been so many social, cultural, and environmental factors that have configured our operating systems. Ancient mythologies are one kind of programming, and so are the stories of reality we carry in today’s technological age. Most of the time these beliefs get handed to us by the culture and we aren’t encouraged to question them. In fact, the strongest institutions have completely forbidden us to challenge the norms at all. These hidden operating systems shape our individual and collective experience in ways that are profound yet mostly invisible. It’s like the old story of the fish who was asked, “How’s the water?” He responded, “What’s water?” Just like that fish, we cannot see what we are swimming in. 
    

    
              Our basic operating systems constantly download updates through our experiences and the messages we receive, mostly without our conscious awareness. But if we have a growth mindset, all incoming data can be used to make intentional upgrades. Each time we interact with our environment, we learn through trial and error what is of value and what is not. In every one of his books, the Dalai Lama advises readers not to take his word for anything, but to try things out and see how they work. For some people, being exposed to something once is enough to know that it’s true and they can begin to put it in practice. Others need to try stuff on for a while before deciding. Either way, it should be an intentional decision rather than simply taking things on without examining them. 
    

    
              It’s important to acknowledge that this is an ongoing process. Just like Apple comes out with an update every few months, our operating systems are never finished products. Integrating new information allows us to make course corrections and adjustments, and fine-tune our operating systems in order to become more skillful and effective. We interact with a world that’s constantly changing, from within a vehicle that is also constantly changing, so we will always need to recalibrate. That requires attention, effort, and the humility to admit that we don’t have all the answers. 
    

    
              Any area of your life where you find yourself confused, struggling, or questioning is an opportunity for growth. Your discomfort indicates that something needs tending to so you can establish clarity. When you engage in an intentional process like therapy or recovery, or decide you want to belong to a church or study yoga and meditation, you are actively upgrading your operating system. Eventually these self-development efforts become part of a basic maintenance program which improves your overall wellbeing and happiness. This continues to evolve constantly. You may go through long periods where a certain thing works for you, then one day it’s not so effective anymore and you need to grow and expand. Or maybe you’ve integrated a certain practice and now you don’t have to spend as much time on it because you are maintaining a greater sense of peace and equanimity in your life. Your mental-emotional state is kind of like the weather in that it requires different actions based on the changing conditions.  
    

    
              Sometimes downloading new upgrades actually means embracing earlier, earth-based mythological traditions and learning to bridge them with the binary, computational framework of our current age. Signposts have been laid out for us by our ancestors along archetypal pathways—which have a looked a particular way for men throughout the ages—and following them leads to the discovery of perennial truths which can guide us through any circumstance. These ancient maps have always been there. In fact, they are often the common denominators of great spiritual teachings. But we’ve forgotten them because other forces have wanted to deny and replace them with ideologies based on power and greed. 
    

    
              I personally believe that the information found in ancient mythologies is already encoded within us. For example, there’s something about an amazing sunrise that has evoked a strong response in humans throughout the ages, to the point that many cultures have created rituals and ceremonies around it. In ancient Egypt, for example, priests performed daily prayers and offerings to awaken the sun god Ra. There are sun salutations in yoga, and morning meditations are found in many religious and secular traditions. It doesn’t matter what cultural map you may be following—most people seeing an amazing sunrise will be moved. There is also plenty of science to show that our brain chemistry is altered when the sun comes up (serotonin is released to make you alert and focused) and when it goes down (melatonin makes you relaxed and sleepy.)
      
        [64]
      
        
    

    
              What comes up for me here is the hypothesis of morphic resonance, which states that systems are organized according to the patterns and rhythms of similar systems in the past. Each individual inherits, and contributes to, the collective memory of the entire species. We are all connected via an energetic field through which information spreads. Picture flocks of birds and schools of fish, which move in coordination as though they were a single organism, and you will have a good visual analogy for morphic resonance. I believe this is the same principle which drew me and those men to the sweat lodge, and has inspired millions of us to seek initiation into Sacred Masculinity. 
    

    
              Where it comes to universal expressions of the human spirit, I think the word reverence is appropriate. You hear a little baby giggling—who isn’t moved by that? During Christmas holidays, we light up everything in the darkness of winter to celebrate renewal, whether the Baby Jesus is involved or not. At the time of a birth or a death, portals open, and there have always been rites and ceremonies in recognition of that. These are echoes of patterns and behaviors which appear to have existed throughout time and space for humanity, and which we feel through a kind of morphic resonance. 
    

    
               Dreams can also be signposts along these archetypal pathways. When we have a dream that feels significant, we tend to wake up with the awareness that something larger is afoot, and we start looking for places to find meaning and draw connections. I think we’re hard-wired to at least acknowledge, if not honor and celebrate, that we are part of something larger which links us to everything else in the universe. Any activity could be an authentic expression of that as a core value—changing your kid’s diaper, making a cup of coffee—if you bring conscious presence to it. Take the Japanese tea ceremony, or Chinese 
      feng shui
      , which is the art of arranging objects and spaces harmoniously. Asian cultures are amazing in how they impart meaning to so many everyday things. 
    

    
              Ritual doesn’t have to be complicated. You don’t have to spin around three times and throw salt over your shoulder and burn something or say a certain phrase. What matters is your intention. What’s so attractive to me about many of these earlier traditions is that they’re stripped down of a lot of the dogma and cultural baggage, which are actually about power and control over others. In the gnostic versions of Jesus’s teaching, you don’t need a book, a church, or an intermediary between you and the Almighty. You just need intention. And when that level of consciousness is witnessed and mirrored by others, it gets magnified in a way that doesn’t necessarily happen if you’re alone. In the Bible it says, “For where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them.”
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       This is another reason it’s important to have a sangha, a spiritual community. 
    

    
              Our ancestors have already laid a lot of this out for us. How many different ways are there to bless a meal, to show gratitude for the hands that prepared it and remember those who aren’t so fortunate? I think the custom of saying grace arose out of a recognition of our interdependence and the fact that even something as basic as our sustenance depends on so many things outside ourselves. But technology has completely disrupted that awareness. For at least the last century, we’ve lived under this illusion that we are masters of the universe with the technology to control everything. Rather than feeling awe, wonder, and reverence, we’ve disassociated from our own capacity to vibrate with the mystery of it all, and we’ve outsourced these experiences and pathways to our electronic devices. The rupture that’s caused has put our very survival on the line, as evidenced by climate change and rapid destruction of the ecological systems which sustain us. 
    

    
              When you take a moment to a be little more present and mindful of what you’re putting into your body, that is an intentional upgrade to your operating system. Blessing your food can’t hurt, even if it’s a cheeseburger from McDonalds—and it’s probably more important to bless that damn hamburger than anything you pick out of your garden. You need to put some 
      prana
       into that, some life force, if you want it to truly nourish you.
    

    
              We know that focusing our attention on something creates a measurable effect. Disciplines like neuroscience and quantum physics have proven this. I think of the parable of Jesus turning water into wine. Or the work of Masaru Emoto, a Japanese researcher who found that the molecular structure of water could be altered through exposure to human thought and emotion. He photographed beautiful patterns of ice crystals frozen into water that had been blessed with loving words. He also captured the ugly, disorganized ice formations in water exposed to negative phrases and intentions.
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       A more scientifically-accepted example is the placebo effect, in which a patient’s health improves by taking a sugar pill simply because they believe they are being given medicine. The point is, our thoughts and ideas about what we’re experiencing have a tremendous impact, which is why it’s so important to be conscious of them. 
    

    
              It’s also critical to realize that what you think and feel may be the result of a particular tradition or culture you’ve been marinated in. If you want to know what is true and right, and the thing that comes up for you is that anyone who doesn’t wear or eat a certain thing on Sunday is going to hell, you need to be willing to peel that back a little. Drop down deeper and ask yourself, “Is this story I’m carrying really congruent for me, or is it just what I’ve been told I’m supposed to think?”
    

    
              Everybody has a limit where they draw the line and say, “This just doesn’t resonate with me.” That indicates an awareness that there is something which 
      does
       resonate. So it can be a process of reverse engineering sometimes for people to discover what is authentic and true for them, not necessarily by gravitating toward it, but by bumping up against something which doesn’t fit. You’ve probably had an experience like this, even if you didn’t recognize it at the time. You gained clarity about how a belief you’d been handed wasn’t working for you, then reoriented toward something which felt more genuine. So much of this process of moving into alignment with our true north is simply a matter of getting past all the interference and distortions, and shedding baggage we’ve taken on which we never thought twice about. The closer we can get to the bone, and come from that place of integrity in all our actions, the more connected we’ll be to our power, purpose, presence, and passion.  
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      I believe we are all born with an inner knowing of what is helpful and what is harmful, what is skillful and what is unskillful, what is of value and what is not. I call this the inner GPS, and it is essential on the hero’s journey. A certain amount of guidance can be received from others, but our basic sense of mission and direction needs to come from within. 
    

    
              Tuning into our inner GPS allows us to live in integrity with ourselves and others a majority of the time, resulting in a feeling of confidence and wellbeing. When we are out of integrity, we fall into destructive, unconscious behavior patterns. Often we know intuitively that something is wrong—this 
      ding
       of the inner GPS is a call. Our pain and disconnection tell us that we are not in alignment in one or more areas of our lives and we need to restore our integrity. 
    

    
              Integrity is a state of being—we're either attuned and aligned with our highest nature or we’re not. Maybe you have had both experiences: times when you felt connected, empowered, firing on all eight cylinders, and times when you felt empty and lost. It’s normal to cycle through this many times over the course of a life. That’s why it’s so helpful to have a model like the hero’s journey, because it offers a map by which to make sense of these transitions and phases of growth. 
    

    
              
      The inner GPS enables us to establish, maintain and restore integrity in as many areas of our lives as possible. It helps us find our way through the endless complexities of experience in a way that feels true and congruent with our values. To take an accurate inner GPS reading, we need to check in with ourselves on four levels: physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual. Each plays a role in helping us determine where we are in or out of integrity. It’s only when all four levels are integrated that we come into alignment with our best and most authentic selves. 
    

    
              The first and most primal response of our inner GPS is physical. We feel and sense things before we process them cognitively, so there is often a disconnect between that base biochemical reaction and our capacity for rational thought. This gut-level reaction is a hallmark of the call to adventure. Especially when events are on the scale of potentially life-defining moments, there is going to be a physiological effect, and the greater its strength the bigger the opportunity for transformation.
    

    
              Everybody knows what it’s like to have a gut feeling about something. There is actually science behind that. Current medical research refers to a “second brain” in our digestive tracts, called the enteric nervous system, which is intimately connected to our mental and emotional states. This highly sensitive network of neurons, hormones, and neurotransmitters in the gut is constantly communicating with the brain, so stress can trigger intestinal problems and vice versa. Although scientists haven’t totally figured out the wiring yet, the chemistry of our emotions is being increasingly thought of as centered in the microbiome of our GI tract rather than the brain. For example, 95% of serotonin, which plays a key role in regulating our moods, is produced in the gut.
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       This is interesting to consider when looking at the mental health epidemic in our culture and how it may relate to poor diet and the failings of our industrial food system.  
    

    
              Another term that most men would be familiar with is “spidey sense.” When we don't pay attention to our spidey sense, the situation can become dangerous or even life-threatening. In terms of evolutionary biology, we spent a long time in the forest tuning into the snaps and crackles of twigs and feeling the hair stand up on the backs of our necks as a function of survival. Although we no longer need to worry about saber-tooth tigers, this primal warning system is an important component of the inner GPS. Once the hero’s journey begins and we cross into unfamiliar territory, paying attention to our spidey sense becomes a critical skill. 
    

    
              The other side of that equation is that we tend to catastrophize, and our reactions take on the scope of life-threatening situations even when that is not reality. While this stems from a biological imperative to survive, it can also be connected to societal programming. For example, when people have strong views on an issue, hearing an alternate perspective may actually cause a physical reaction in their stomach. If they interpret this sick feeling as proof that their view is correct and the other side is evil, they might resort to verbal or even physical violence. Such cases require a cognitive intervention and a well laid-out plan of action. When the person starts to feel ungrounded, they can count to ten, take deep breaths, meditate, touch a little stone in their pocket that is an anchor, or whatever the case may be. 
    

    
              The second level of the inner GPS is mental. Here the operative factor is critical thinking, which checks and balances our gut response. Someone might see a video of a political candidate drinking baby’s blood and say, “I have a bad feeling about him.” But that warrants skepticism and further unpacking. In an era of AI where reality can be manipulated, it’s important to hone our capacity for distinguishing between accurate information and misinformation or disinformation. 
    

    
              Not only is there falsehood and deception out in the world, but even our own minds can trick and mislead us. This is really the heart of mindfulness and contemplative meditation practices—the recognition that we shouldn’t believe everything we think and feel. We need to apply careful attention and investigate things before solidifying our opinions and acting on them. There has been a failure of our educational system to teach critical thinking, so it’s up to us as individuals to develop our capacity for reasoning and examination. 
    

    
      We are at a point in history where things seem to be as complicated as they have ever been in terms of the sheer volume and complexity of what we are forced to process on a minute-by-minute basis. Yet paradoxically, there is also a greater tendency to reduce things to black-and-white terms out of a perceived need for safety in simple understandings. The computational capacity of our brains has not evolved at the pace of technology, which provides a continuous stream of data which we are unable to skillfully digest. So people are relying on gut reactions which arise out of the base instincts we are all wired with. Tuning into our inner GPS on the mental, cognitive level allows us to operate from something other than the flawed perceptions stemming from our biology. A new level of reasoning is being demanded of us as a species so that we don’t remain stuck on this primitive level of fear and violence. This is where the inner GPS becomes vital as a moral and ethical compass. 
    

    
              The third piece, emotional intelligence, is often harder for men to access because of the conditioning we receive around masculinity. We live in a culture which places little value on having, feeling, or expressing emotions, so our vocabulary to describe what’s going on inside us is not very expansive. We can be bleeding out from all the bullet holes, but ask how we’re doing and we’ll say “fine.” There has never been much encouragement to explore what is seen as the feminine terrain of emotions. 
    

    
              Yet feelings are deeply connected to every aspect of our experience. When we hide, repress, and deny them, eventually they show up in destructive, unconscious behaviors which take us out of integrity. To get back in alignment, we need to tune in and explore our emotions, then try to express them verbally. Ideally, we would find a middle path that is neither blindly trusting our emotions and allowing them to lead us into misperceptions and unskillful actions, nor pushing them into shadow by refusing to give them any space or importance. Either of those two extremes takes us out of alignment. But wise engagement with our emotions constitutes another factor of the inner GPS which will help keep us in integrity with ourselves and others. 
    

    
              There is a story about a person who’s walking out of the store with their bag of groceries, not paying attention as they juggle their phone and look for their keys. Suddenly someone bumps into them and they drop their groceries. In an immediate rageful reaction, they start to lash out until they see that the person is an elderly blind woman. This is an example of how our emotions can betray us. I think of Don Miguel Ruiz’s Four Agreements, the second of which is to not take things personally.
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       When we affirm that everyone is doing the best they can, and that oftentimes there is no intention of harm, it creates an opportunity for less anger and more understanding and compassion. 
    

    
               The final component of the inner GPS is spiritual. This is where the whole becomes greater than the sum of its parts. We all have an inner witness that is separate from, and capable of observing, everything else going on inside us. The analogy I use here is a CEO who manages the board of directors. He or she hears all the different voices of people doing their jobs: the financial guy trying to keep money tight, the R&D department wanting to spend aggressively, the creative and marketing guys taking risks while the legal team works to minimize them. They all speak from a limited perspective and are in competition with each other for their various needs. The CEO is the only one who can take in the complete picture and make balanced decisions in the interest of the company as a whole. 
    

    
              That’s like the inner witness. When all the various parts of you are vying for control—the one that has to keep up with work, the one that’s supposed to pay attention to your wife and kids, the one that needs to prioritize your own health and sanity—the inner witness can synthesize it all and find the best course of action for everybody.
    

    
              There is another metaphor I like to employ, particularly for folks who go whitewater rafting or kayaking. Sometimes it’s necessary to get an elevated view from the bridge over the river to see where the hazards are and work out the best way downstream through the rocks and rapids. The person standing on the bridge is the inner witness. In the midst of the emotional intensity of whatever we’re going through, our inner GPS might ding and tell us that we need to get the 30,000-foot view of our experience. 
    

    
              This is often difficult if not impossible on our own. That’s why in the stories of hero’s journeys there are magical beings, talking animals, wizards, and other sources of supernatural aid. They may offer the hero gifts, tools, or wise counsel, all of which are symbolic of the disowned parts of ourselves that can get us back on track as soon as we restore our connection to them. Mentors, counselors, friends, and support groups can stand in for magical helpers as they reflect back to us the things we’ve put into shadow. 
    

    
              All four components of the inner GPS need to be working together to take an accurate reading. If you’re just going off your gut and not balancing that with critical thinking, you may end up out of integrity. But if you are ignoring your gut and trying to reason your way through, that might also lead you astray. Getting carried away by your emotions without cultivating the detachment of the inner witness will likely result in unskillful action. But dissociating too much and not attending to reality on the ground won’t put you in integrity either. Keeping the inner GPS calibrated is a constant balancing act. 
    

    
              If I were to drill down into the four quadrants of the inner GPS—physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual—I might see a need for different strategies. Let’s say I’m 200 pounds overweight and headed for a heart attack. That is one level of intervention. Or maybe my lack of critical thinking keeps causing me to make bad decisions, so I need to rectify my cognitive patterns. If I've done horrible things to my partner and kids which I’ve been hiding, repressing, and denying, my work will be around developing the emotional intelligence required to make true amends. If I don’t feel like I’m right with God because I’m not recycling or composting, I’ve got to figure out what will get me back in integrity there. How big is the course correction? Am I looking for the signposts and indicators that will make me aware of my impact and the shadows I’ve been throwing in my life? It’s not about having these things fully removed and healed, but patching them up enough so that they don’t keep coming back to bite me. 
    

    
              I mentioned before that researchers have found we behave differently when somebody’s watching. Well, somebody’s always watching—and that somebody is the inner GPS. I believe every man is his own worst critic and will judge himself more harshly than anybody else on how he responded to the demands of life. Whether he’s using this model, any other model, or no model, at the end of the day when his head hits the pillow, he’s going to have a sense of whether or not he did the right thing and showed up the way he’d hoped. And he’s either going to lose sleep or he’s going to sleep well. Because regardless of how we present, as men we know whether or not we’re living a life of integrity. If we can be gentle yet realistic with ourselves in the moment of reckoning, we’ll find it easier to stay on track. This is not about doing everything perfectly. It’s about knowing we did the best we could with what we had to work with. 
    

    
              The consequences of not following the inner GPS are pain and suffering. Depression, addiction, suicide, abuse, violence, and incarceration result from not being in integrity with ourselves, others, and something that gives greater purpose and meaning to our lives. Yet often we have developed such an incredible system of denial and defense—mostly out of fear and fragile masculinity—that we silence or ignore the dings of our inner GPS. This is exacerbated by a consumer culture which constantly promises to take away our pain if we drink the right alcohol, go on the right vacation, buy the right tech gadget, or obtain the latest and greatest source of “happiness.” Throw in messages of scarcity and the constant threat of the “other”—some race, nation, or group who are labeled the enemy—and we get a very toxic brew. 
    

    
              All this noise can totally scramble the inner GPS if we don’t set boundaries. It’s like a diet: what do you want to cut out and what do you want to take in? We need to be conscious of what we’re ingesting, and the impact that has on us, rather than allowing our attention to get hijacked. Otherwise our experience will be completely warped by what’s coming through these little screens we’re all glued to, and the disconnect between reality and what we’re being fed will grow. Taking deliberate breaks from our devices—digital detox—is one way to temporarily dispel these distractions so that we can hear our own inner voice again. 
    

    
              Prayer and meditation are amazing tools for reconnecting with the inner GPS. There is so much that can be said about the power of contemplative practices. But if I were to try and distill it down, I’d say they are about creating space for whatever is within us to arise, then cultivating a curious, evaluative perspective around those things. For example, when a thought comes up about how much you hate somebody and want to harm them, you probably know it’s not healthy to feed into it. But rather than pushing that thought down or “letting it go”—which may be a complete spiritual bypass—there’s another muscle to flex there that is about understanding and self-forgiveness. Meditation requires an effort that is both passive and active: you sit still and allow thoughts and emotions to arise naturally, then you proactively change your relationship to them. That way when you encounter unpleasant situations and people in life, you deal with them in the same gentle, open way as you would when it’s just you in your own mind. 
    

    
              For me, this feels similar to yoga. The little mat on which I practice is a space dedicated to putting myself in uncomfortable positions intentionally—not to do harm, but to see where my edges are. When I start to get constricted and lose my breath, I push that edge of discomfort so I can tolerate more. Out in the real world, when a situation arises in which I’m getting tense, reactive, and kind of gripped, my capacity to soften and find my breath is increased. The mat is a training ground for the rest of my life. 
    

    
              Going out in nature is another way to foster a grounded state of spiritual attunement in which it’s easier to connect with the inner GPS. Walking barefoot, getting dirty, and feeling your animal nature is a reminder that we were born of all this. We carry in our cellular history the memory of what it was like when we 
      were
       these things, starting with stardust fourteen billion years ago. For me, nature is the handiwork of the divine, ultimate proof of a greater intelligent plan. Immersing myself in it is a way to connect with that awesome power. The outdoors is my temple, my church, the place where I find quiet solitude as well as ecstasy and magnificence. It gives me an elevated perspective in which I can see how truly small and insignificant my problems are in the grand scheme.          
    

    
              There are so many course-corrective behaviors which can help you stay on track once you’ve oriented toward the goal of being more fully present and alive. You can take care of your physical body with exercise, proper eating, and adequate rest. You can spend time with family, friends, and community, in person whenever possible. You can immerse yourself in the teachings of wise people through books, podcasts, or live talks. You can find a circle of men who will hold your feet to the fire until they blister, then take care of you while you heal. My son Vinnie, who recently embarked on a military career, likes to say “Iron sharpens iron.” This really speaks to his desire to put himself in relationship with men who are tougher, smarter, faster, and harder than he is—men who will help build him.     
    

    
              It’s also important to identify what it looks like when you’re 
      not
       properly oriented, and all the ways you can reorient yourself when you’ve gotten lost or off track. If you’re cranky because you’re not doing the things you know you should be doing, that’s something to pay attention to. There is an impact by the absence as well as the presence of these things, which is further evidence of how they serve you. What have you done that has worked to keep you in alignment, and how can you bring more of that into your life? 
    

    
              It’s easy to believe in this consumer society that what we need is outside of us. But that’s how we’ve been disempowered. Actually, the answers are already within. I love the Zen koan about the finger pointing at the moon. The teachings, tools, and modalities we use are like the finger, and the moon is the deeper reality we want to realize through those practices. We should never get so focused on the outer shell that we lose sight of experiencing the truth directly. 
    

    
              Above all, the main thing to remember is that when your inner GPS starts going off, it doesn’t mean something is wrong with you or that you need to start scrambling to plug the hole through destructive, unconscious behaviors. The sense that something’s not right is merely the universe telling you that there’s an opportunity here for adventure, exploration, and growth. When you’re feeling depressed, anxious, or angry, it’s not about finding the right medication or going on the newest miracle diet or supplement. It’s about turning within, and using effective resources like counseling, recovery, men’s work, or a good pastor. You need a relationship with somebody who can provide reflection, because when those dings start getting louder, it’s time to look more deeply into the mirror. Be quiet, tune in, pray or meditate more. It takes effort to go against the societal messages telling you to get busy, and instead to get contemplative. But this is the only real way to connect with the source of your authentic power.
    

    
              Once we start tuning into the inner GPS, it becomes so much easier to pay attention to all the dings we denied before because we thought we owed allegiance to something else. It then becomes a matter of staying oriented to our chosen course, no matter what obstacles come in the way. That is not easy, but there are men ahead of us who model what we want to grow into. We seek wise counsel by turning to their stories, where we find not only technical guidance but inspiration and hope. Then, armed with the courage, strength, and skill, we enter the path of the warrior. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 6: Warrior Path
    

    
      
    

    
      One summer when I was twelve years old, my parents dragged me to an art fair where I acquired a batik wall-hanging of Shiva, the Hindu god of transformation. I was fascinated by this powerful masculine figure with blue skin, the original man-bun, a trident, and a cobra around his neck, sitting on a tiger-skin rug with a crescent moon floating next to the holy marks on his forehead. I learned that the third eye of Shiva represents our own inner guru—the raised consciousness we gain by looking within—and that his skin took on the blue color after he swallowed a deadly poison to save the world. 
    

    
              According to legend, the gods and demons had joined forces to churn the Ocean of Milk, a primeval sea from which they hoped to bring forth the divine nectar 
      amrita
      . But all kinds of powerful substances came out, including one so toxic it could destroy the entire universe. Everyone begged Shiva to intervene, and he contained the poison in his throat so that they were able to complete their quest for the nectar. Shiva’s willingness to take on pain and suffering in service of amrita is the ultimate warrior move, a kind of spiritual aikido that’s about redirecting and transmuting shadow into gold. 
    

    
              I call this the alchemical process. It’s what happens when we get that ding from the inner GPS and decide to go into therapy or recovery, do a meditation retreat or a sweat lodge, or be initiated on a Warrior weekend. Like Shiva going into his third eye, we start to honestly and critically examine our own behavior to see where we’re out of alignment and what isn’t working in our lives. In that churning process, the poison has to be dealt with before the golden nectar becomes accessible. Shiva is embodied when we start to process our unresolved trauma so that we can see with clear eyes how old wounds are showing up in our lives today. Ultimately, the pain and suffering get transformed into something of greater value—the amrita which we take back to our loved ones and the world. 
    

    
              I still have that batik of Shiva, as well as statues of him amongst the many spiritual symbols around my house. He personifies the part of me which for over thirty years has been signing myself up to bear witness in men’s circles to some of the most horrific and miraculous things on this planet. I have stood in the ritual fires with men whose wives and daughters have been raped and murdered, and with men who have committed rape and murder themselves. I’ve watched as their hearts break open and they find forgiveness for the offenders or for themselves. I have cried deeply with them, grieved the losses, and been willing to go through that pain because of my crazy belief that somehow it will serve a higher purpose. Knowing I’m going to turn blue in the face for a moment feels worth it when I consider that my sacrifices are for the sake of the precious nectar of love, which may reverberate through lifetimes. 
    

    
              Shiva represents a particular flavor of the warrior archetype which speaks to men about how our ordeals can be a holy offering to the world. When I used to lead sweat lodge ceremonies, I would tell men, “Imagine that every drop of sweat is the result not only of heat, but of your sincere and conscious intention to alleviate the pain of loved ones—how much are you willing to lean into the fire and cook yourself right now?” Some guys really get into that, because there is a part of the masculine that wants to believe our suffering can be a way of ensuring safety and protection for those we love so that they won’t have to endure pain themselves. It’s not about penance and self-flagellation. It’s about Shiva drinking the poison in service of others, and it takes a warrior’s heart to do that. I call it clean pain instead of dirty pain, meaning that rather than creating more disconnection, it actually aligns us with a greater purpose. Our willingness to consciously bear hardship so that others may be spared is the definition of selfless, unconditional love. 
    

    
              Men are conditioned to endure pain, which can be both a strength and a weakness, a blessing and a curse. We will gladly suffer if we feel there’s a greater value to our sacrifice, and we may even be willing to die for our ideals. Is there any intention more noble? And is there any greater evil when it’s misdirected and we’re burning people at the stake or in ovens because we think we’re doing the Lord's work? How much harm we are willing to cause is the counterpart of how much we are willing to bear for the sake of love. What side of the line we fall on is often merely a matter of perspective, which is why right seeing is so important.
    

    
              At its worst, men’s courage in the face of pain could look like arming ourselves to the teeth and wreaking havoc out of the misguided belief that we are serving a righteous cause. But we also have iconography of the warrior at his best: blue-skinned Shiva on his tiger skin, Jesus in the desert for forty days and forty nights, Buddha meditating under the Bodhi tree, Indigenous men going on walkabout or vision quests to find the wisdom that will help them live in right relationship to their loved ones and the world. This kind of spiritual warriorship requires superhuman courage and commitment, yet it is grossly undervalued in our culture of industrial warfare, petty action heroes, and cosplay patriots.  
    

    
              There is no avoiding the warrior archetype. It is baked into the male psyche. Knights, cowboys, soldiers, gladiators, samurai, superheroes—these characters have populated our imaginations since we were little boys. We can’t help but idolize the valor, strength, and effectiveness of the warrior who saves entire populations while drawing admiration to himself. Yet unless this power is properly initiated, it becomes savage. In a world dominated by shadow warrior—the dark manifestation of this archetype which inflicts harm solely for its own ends—we need to be sure we understand what it means to take up the sword in a righteous way. 
    

    
              In archetypal terms, the warrior isn’t about going out and killing people. He is about wholehearted devotion to a mission—particularly one which transcends personal interest—and the willingness to endure pain and suffering in order to fulfill it. A warrior not in service to something higher than himself quickly goes rogue and strays into the shadow side of the archetype. But when he commits to a righteous mission with proper guidance and support, the power and energy of the warrior is almost unlimited. 
    

    
              Prophets are a type of warrior. In the Bible, they were the ones brave enough to spread a mission of love, and they were fed to the lions for it. Those who champion the rights of the oppressed and marginalized are warriors, including some of our fiercest advocates for nonviolence—Gandhi, Mother Teresa, Martin Luther King Jr., Harriet Tubman, César Chávez, the Dalai Lama. They exemplify true heroism, which is about putting this physical vehicle on the line for something of greater value. Ultimately, warriorship means serving the “we” instead of the “I,” and finding true power and happiness in that. It’s an incredibly potent energy for guys to connect with. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      I’d like to reiterate what the stakes are here. If our purpose as human beings is to be vessels of the infinite, animating, evolutionary force known as love, then the mission must be in alignment with that. Right-seeing as a warrior means understanding the science of interdependence and honoring our connection to other beings and the planet which gives us life. If the actions we take cause greater harm and suffering, then we are not true awakened warriors. 
    

    
              We all come into the world with some basic programming around connection. Neuroscientists have identified parts of the brain responsible for compassion and empathy, such as mirror neurons, which pick up and resonate with the experiences of others. When we witness someone’s emotions, we can actually come into a matching brain state.
      
        [69]
      
       There is also a growing body of scientific research on limbic resonance—the coregulation of our physiological states with other human beings—which illuminates an entire dimension of interpersonal synchronicity.
      
        [70]
      
       Simply put, we tune up with those around us. Studies have shown that heart rates synch up between loving couples, mothers and babies, and even strangers who are focusing intently on the same thing.
      
        [71]
      
       This ability to get into rhythm with one another is at the root of community spiritual practices which involve singing, dancing, praying, chanting, and meditating together. 
    

    
              It’s critical that we understand this part of the human blueprint if we are going to live with greater joy and purpose. Otherwise we risk becoming ego-based warriors on a path of destruction and isolation. No matter how strong, brave, powerful, and mighty we may be, without love and connection our triumphs will always feel empty. 
    

    
              Disconnection is the ultimate pain. If there is an original sin, it’s this illusion that we are somehow separate from the universe, God, the Great Mother, cosmic intelligence, whatever you want to call it. When we talk about the fall in the Bible, that’s what we’re really referring to. The grief of separation is ancient, primal, deep. There aren’t words for it, but we all experience it throughout our lives. It’s like we are drops taken out of the ocean—that drop is not in the ocean, but the ocean is in the drop. We live in the mistaken perception of ourselves as single, isolated drops without understanding that we are also the ocean. One day we will return to the whole, but in the meantime we go through so much transformation—heat, cold, liquid, solid, vapor. It’s hard to be a drop. Yet the ocean hasn’t changed, and neither has our essential character of being part of it. I think of Einstein’s theory of relativity, which proved that no energy or matter is being created or destroyed in the universe. It’s just changing forms. So I have my stories about what happens after we die, and none of them involve endings—they involve a return to the ocean. 
    

    
              The pain of disconnection may arise from our direct lived experience. Other times this pain is intergenerational, and sometimes it is karmic. Generally speaking, it stems from perspectives we have about past experiences which limit our capacity to respond fully and wholeheartedly in the present moment. A feature of the human experience seems to be overidentification with our stories about where and how we got wounded. The disconnection begins in our families and widens as we move out into the world through adulthood. Eventually this lesser reality causes us to lose sight of the greater truth, which is our essential belonging to an ocean of unconditional love. Yet because the core wound of separation is often the pain we are most defended from feeling, we try to push it out with addictions, distractions, and the false promises of consumer culture. Ideally at some point we will have an opportunity to heal the misperception of separation, which in terms of human history has created so much harm and suffering in the world. It’s the opposite of love. 
    

    
              I think of the inscription Carl Jung had carved over his front door, and which I keep several copies of throughout my house: “Bidden or unbidden, God is always present.” Whether or not we feel, acknowledge, or call on it, this presence there. It’s like gravity—our perceptions about it do not matter. This is a particular orientation and belief that I choose to cultivate because it helps me meet the situations of my life with greater openness, trust, and receptivity. 
    

    
              There have been times when, through my own personal warrior work, I’ve been able to recognize that the only thing separating me from God’s presence is right between my ears. My distorted consciousness and the narratives I spin out about what has happened to me in my life create the illusion of separation which prevents me from feeling loved and held. I need a little bit of warrior Shiva to clear out the layers of delusion which cause me to feel that I’m a separate drop rather than the ocean. 
    

    
              We all have the part of us that thinks we’re small and not enough. That’s okay as long as there’s a foundation underneath which affirms that we are incredibly connected to something far greater. In spite of the pain and suffering we go through, we are children of the stars. That is the anchor. Without that it’s easy to spin off down a dark rabbit hole of disconnection and unworthiness, which will inevitably result in the manifestation of shadow warrior. Life is going to break us open regardless, but what we do with those experiences is the important part. Choosing to lean into them so that we can lead more connected, empowered, wholehearted lives is what makes us fully human warriors for love. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      As men and warriors, we all have a sword. And it’s for cutting. But there are two sides to that sword. One is an instrument of surgical precision which cuts cleanly in service of growth, healing, and transformation. This is the sword of wisdom in Buddhism which slices through the veils of illusion to reveal the truth with love. The other side of the blade is jagged and rusty, and it cuts unconsciously out of shadow. It is this sword that has done so much harm in the world and made people fear the warrior. 
    

    
              It’s critical for men to acknowledge that we carry this dual-edged blade. The more aware we are of the jagged edge and how dangerous it is, the more skillful we can be at using the other side cleanly. For example, there are times in any man’s life when he will need to tell hard truths about himself or others for the growth and benefit of all concerned. That’s the loving cut, but it requires a lot of awareness and skill, otherwise our words come out pretty sideways in a hurtful, immature way. This has been a hard lesson for me. I’ve had some really unfortunate experiences in which I called people out in ways I thought were reasonable for the circumstances, but which ended up doing damage. I wasn’t conscious of the finer textures of the relationship and how deeply my words could cut. This is why it’s kind of a mantra in men’s work that intention and impact are not the same thing. We all mean well; that’s beside the point. What really matters is the mark we’re leaving on others. 
    

    
               Learning to cut cleanly goes back to the formula of the hero’s journey. We must face the ordeal of shadow work knowing that the beauty of even our deepest wounds is the equal potential for gold to be mined there. A big piece of men’s work right now is to own the killer in us that’s destroying the planet along with women, children, other men, and ourselves. When we have the support in healing spaces to safely get in touch with the jagged edge of our blade, we become more willing and able to use the clean side in life-affirming ways. 
    

    
              This is where we get the images of bodhisattvas with swords to dispel ignorance or evil, and depictions of Shiva’s wife Kali with her blood-dripping tongue and garland of human heads. Kali is life and death, creation and dissolution, the Great Mother and the Great Destroyer. The killer in her makes way for new beginnings and allows life to flourish. The more in alignment we are with these perennial cycles of transformation, the safer and more capable of serving life we will be. It’s when we are not aware of our own capacity for harm, whether because we’re afraid of it or in denial, that we end up wreaking havoc and destruction. 
    

    
              Walking this path also means being conscious of what has to metaphorically die within us in order to give birth to something else. That’s what the first significant masculine rite of passage is about—we need to kill off those aspects of the little boy that would make us ineffective as adult men. This is a symbolic act, not literal violence toward ourselves. We also don’t want to kill off the inner Golden Child who represents our joy, spontaneity, and ability to merge and feel connection. We simply want to cut off juvenile ways of being which no longer serve us, and make room for the Mature Masculine. 
    

    
              The vital, life-giving power of death to bring renewal can be observed in the cyclical processes of nature. Winter gives birth to spring, spring blooms into summer, summer fades into fall, fall dies back to winter, and the cycle begins anew. These same patterns hold sway within our own beings, and surrendering to them actually makes us more powerful. 
    

    
              Reclaiming the sacred warrior of the Mature Masculine—which is different from the tyrannical, maniacal, self-serving, ego-based warrior—also means understanding the authentic use of power, especially in service to the feminine. This is the violence that would be associated with a mother bear protecting its cubs or a wolf defending its pack. You do not want to get in the way of one of those moms. But rather than being cruel or evil, these animals offer a fierce demonstration of love in action. For me, that is the ultimate archetypal example of pure warrior energy because it’s in service to something greater. The process of initiation and maturation is about learning to channel that fury. 
    

    
              When I was growing up, one of my mentors and models of masculinity was an African-American man named Homer. He had fought in Vietnam and was a strong embodiment of warrior energy, but he was also a total hippie with a big bushy afro that reminded me of Jimi Hendrix. I loved being around Homer, and he always looked out for my brother and I. One day we were at a soda fountain when two armed robbers came in and started pistol-whipping the guy behind the counter. Homer threw himself on top of Collin and I and shouted at the men, 
      “Don’t fuck with these kids!” 
    

    
              That is the pure warrior energy I’m referring to when I talk about a mother bear or wolf. It’s instinctual and automatic—like a fireman running into a burning building to save a baby, or a woman darting into traffic after her toddler. Many years after this incident, I realized the full significance of Homer’s selfless act. He made it impossible for me to remain on the sidelines without taking a stand in the Black Lives Matter movement, because he modeled what it meant to be a true masculine warrior for revolutionary love. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      I often say that any dude can be a soldier and swing a sword or shoot a gun. It takes a warrior to know what’s appropriate for the situation, the intensity and timing and all these other things. It’s also the work of a warrior to ask whether we are getting angry for the right reasons. Are we responding to oppression, genocide, violence against women and children, and destruction of the planet? Because if not we are just part of the problem. 
    

    
              In a world which all too often condones men acting savagely out of their unconscious shadow warrior, we need to take a moment to evaluate whether we actually measure up to the images we have of ourselves as heroes. Consider the viral TikTok video which asked women on the street if they’d rather be stuck in a forest with a man or a bear. Seven out of eight answered “bear” with no hesitation. This unleashed a heated online debate in which women called attention to their lack of safety in a culture that breeds, tolerates, justifies, and even celebrates sexual violence toward the feminine in all her forms. Predictably, there was vicious backlash from men who felt angry and shamed. They chose to respond by ridiculing, threatening, gaslighting, and trivializing women’s concerns in a way that only reinforced their choice of the bear. 
    

    
              The numbers speak for themselves: bears attack forty people per year worldwide,
      
        [72]
      
       whereas 736 million women have been subjected to physical and/or sexual violence by a man.
      
        [73]
      
       That’s about one in three on a global scale. 
    

    
              But this goes far deeper than numbers. Women’s reasons for picking the bear expose layers of deceit, malice, perversion, and inhumanity compounding sexual violence, which so seldom get addressed. Here are some of the reasons expressed on social media: 
    

    
              
    

    
              No one would doubt the bear attack happened. 
    

    
              The bear wouldn’t pretend to be my friend first. 
    

    
              No one would say I liked being attacked by the bear. 
    

    
              No one would tell me that I brought it on myself with my outfit. 
    

    
              The bear wouldn’t think I’m inviting attack by being nice. 
    

    
              The bear wouldn’t record the attack and show it to others.  
    

    
              The bear’s friends wouldn’t defend it by saying it’s usually nice and I’m ruining its life. 
    

    
              If I survive the attack, I won’t have to see the bear at family gatherings. 
    

    
              Bears don’t kidnap women. 
    

    
              I wouldn’t be forced to have the bear’s baby in twenty-seven states. 
    

    
              The bear would either kill me or leave me alone, it wouldn’t do other horrible things.
    

    
              The bear sees me as just another living being. 
    

    
              
    

    
              This would be a good moment to pause and let the truth sink in. These women are our mothers, sisters, wives, girlfriends, daughters, friends…. How does that make you feel as a man?
    

    
              For women to have the perception that they are not even viewed as living beings by men is tragic. This is the consequence of thousands of years of women being treated as property—or, as Rianne Eisler so bluntly put it in 
      Chalice and the Blade
      , “male-controlled technologies of reproduction.” We also need to call out the victim-blaming that surrounds sexual violence as a clear demonstration of men’s projection of shadow. Denial doesn’t change the facts, neither in terms of statistics, nor in terms of how women actually feel. I have a friend whose sister-in-law was seven months pregnant when she was brutally raped and murdered by a man who had just gotten out of prison for domestic violence. Shortly before the attack, his former partner wrote a letter to the editor protesting his release. She said she didn’t want to have to read about the next woman in the paper. 
    

    
              That we treat these crimes as an acceptable fact of life is inexcusable. Where are the warriors? 
    

    
              Sexual violence is not a universal, innate feature of manhood. It’s a cultural, political, religious phenomenon that has arisen out of a societal model which sanctions rape as a tool for reinforcing male dominance. In ancient earth-based partnership societies, before the goddess was written out of our spiritual traditions, there was respect and reverence for women as the ultimate vessels for life. But then came millennia of oppression and a reconditioning of the male psyche to fear and despise the feminine.
      
        [74]
      
       Women who still worshipped the goddess, honored their connection to the earth, and practiced healing arts were burned at the stake as witches because they were misperceived as a threat to male authority. 
    

    
              Today we are seeing that same abject fear of women’s power and the ongoing attempt to squash it through male violence. So much of history has been propelled by men’s need to answer to the awesome powers of women by building taller buildings and flashier cars, making deadlier weapons, and inventing more powerful technologies to appear as though we can create something of any significance in comparison to giving birth. 
    

    
              It’s important to note that only scared, wounded, disconnected men are to be feared. When women say they’d rather meet a bear in the woods than a man, what they actually dread is the anger and aggression born of men’s unhealed pain, loneliness, and misalignment with the wrong priorities and values. Men need a strong connection to the bigger picture, and a healthy way to channel their energy and impulses. Whether it’s testosterone, life force, or whatever comes online during that phase of life when young males are competing and looking for ways to prove their manhood, it needs to be skillfully directed. If we don’t have masculine curbs in place, we end up with phenomena like gangs, hazing, mob violence, and sexual assault. 
    

    
               The same principle can be seen in the animal kingdom. Consider the case of a lone male dolphin that attacked swimmers off the coast of Japan. Characterized as “lonely” and “sexually frustrated” by the media, this individual had apparently been separated from its pod and was attempting to connect with humans by biting and pressing its genitals against them.
      
        [75]
      
       The violent behavior stemmed from lack of belonging to a group, which would have kept the dolphin within the normal social rules of its species. 
    

    
              Male elephants also become dangerously aggressive without older bulls to keep them in check.
      
        [76]
      
       In one well-known incident, a group of young orphaned males was introduced to a national park in South Africa. They immediately entered “musth,” a state of sexual overdrive and heightened aggression. But when their advances toward local female elephants were rejected, the adolescents went on a killing spree that left fifty rhinos horribly mutilated. Ordinarily, musth is neutralized in immature males when they encounter older bulls whose testosterone levels are much higher. So it was determined that the lack of such elders had caused these young males to go rogue, and as soon as a few mature bulls were brought to the park, the rhino-killing stopped.
      
        [77]
      
       
    

    
               In terms of human society, what we are seeing today is a lack of masculine curbs which has resulted in Lord of the Flies on steroids. As it was famously put by Lord Acton, a British historian commenting on the unchecked immorality of political leaders, “Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.” When we fail to initiate men into a healthy community or give them a higher mission, they become a force for evil. On the other hand, when power is grounded in integrity and a desire to serve, men will stand in front of the victimized and persecuted to protect them from the bullies, which is a very spiritual way of being. That’s what warriors do—they are revolutionaries for love and interdependence.
    

    
              An incredible example of this ideal is found in the Sikh religion. Renowned as formidable warriors, the Sikhs actually strive to live in peace, brotherhood, and union with God. Traditional Sikhs all share a common surname—the men are called Singh (“Lion”) to signify courage, and the women Kaur (“Princess”) to symbolize grace. This was a creative response to the caste-divided society in which Sikhism arose, where someone’s family name might confer privilege or condemn them to misfortune. The Sikhs willingly gave up their family names as a demonstration of their belief in unity and equality of all people regardless of gender, race, religion, nation, or class. Their warrior code demands that they uphold these principles even at great personal sacrifice. All initiated Sikhs carry kirpans, which are curved daggers symbolizing their commitment to protecting the defenseless and fighting against injustice. The men wear turbans, sometimes adorned by a beautiful symbol called the khanda, which depicts a double-edged sword flanked by a pair of crossed kirpans. To me, that’s proper use of the symbolism of the sword—it lets people know that a warrior stands ready to defend them if they can’t protect themselves. 
    

    
              Valerie Kaur, a Sikh civil rights activist from California, has said that “Revolutionary love is the call of our times.” Her book, 
      See No Stranger
      , offers a practical guide for positive change by drawing on her Sikh heritage and personal stories of being a woman of color and social justice warrior. One of Kaur’s relatives was the first victim in a wave of hate crimes following 9/11. Balbir Singh Sodhi, a bearded and turbaned Sikh in Arizona, was tending the garden outside his gas station when he was shot to death by a self-proclaimed “patriot.” This incident spurred Kaur to write, speak, and organize a Revolutionary Love tour around the country. For Sikhs, Kaur says, walking the path of a warrior-saint means seeing no stranger or enemy, but simply being curious enough to listen to people’s stories. It also means vowing to love and protect others, even if they hate you. The way to do that, she says, is to tend their wounds, which first requires tending your own wounds and learning to love yourself. 
    

    
               Any resistance we feel to hearing or empathizing with someone of another race, religion, gender identification, sexual orientation, or political party has to do with our own unhealed pain. We need to remove these blockages before we can genuinely connect with others. For men, the more blocked we are the more dangerous we become. Either we turn into savages, or we completely collapse from trying to bear it all on our own. This is why we say in men’s work that brotherhood is the medicine. Rather than buying into the misperception that asking for help is unmanly and a sign of weakness, we need to know where to go for support in the messy, agonizing work of tending our wounds. Being heroic means having a practice, a training ground, a dojo where we can sort this stuff out with other men. Even if we don’t heal it completely, at least we can be more aware when it comes up, that way we won’t cut people unconsciously with the jagged side of our blade. 
    

    
              All men come with some inherent programming around the protector and provider archetypes. Ideally, this would be a function of the clean side of the blade. But when we haven’t found a way to fulfill these instincts, we feel impotent, which often leads to overcompensation in the form of really toxic behaviors. 
    

    
              The other extreme is a lack of warrior energy which makes men very ineffective and weak. This would be the cliché of young guys living in their parents’ basements, smoking weed, playing video games, watching porn, and numbing out. They are lost and rudderless in the world and not in touch with their power. Our failure to initiate them has caused a situation in which they are cutting themselves and their loved ones because they don’t know how to wield the sword righteously. 
    

    
              It has been difficult for some older men to understand that the ways they’ve been behaving badly towards women, which have always been condoned by the culture, are no longer acceptable after the dramatic shift of the #MeToo movement. On the other hand, we now have a generation of young men who are paralyzed where it comes to their masculinity because they’re afraid of women and don’t want to be labeled a perpetrator. Many of them have never been in a relationship. They don’t trust women because they feel that they’re either going to be emasculated, or they’re going to do something wrong and be judged, shamed, or thrown in jail. Some of them become incels.
      
        [78]
      
       These young men need to be a bit more robust in risking rejection, and have greater trust that women are mature enough to handle themselves as long as men are being honest, respectful, vulnerable, and transparent. Love does involve pain at times, but heartbreak can be done cleanly if it’s with integrity.   
    

    
              Another way to frame the sword’s duality is that one side is love and one side is fear. Everything we think, say, or do is in the context of one or the other of these energies, and the warrior path is about choosing love. This reminds me of my favorite scene in the movie 
      Excalibur
      . The best knights in the land are trying and failing to pull the sword Excalibur (which represents the penetrating masculine) from the stone (which symbolizes the feminine holding the masculine firm.) Excalibur has lain enchanted for many years, and whoever succeeds in freeing it is destined to become king. But when the blade is casually drawn out by Arthur, a humble squire who everybody considers a moron, nobody believes he’s the one. 
    

    
              Chaos ensues and Arthur runs off to the forest, but after some instruction from the wizard Merlin, he returns to claim his destiny. People have divided into factions for and against Arthur, and they are killing each other in the controversy. Arthur fights his way to the best knight and knocks him off his horse into a moat. Then he holds Excalibur to the knight’s neck and demands that he swear allegiance. The knight shouts, “I will never swear faith to a squire!” with his whole crew jeering in the background. Arthur just looks at him and says, “You’re right. I’m not yet a knight. You will knight me.” Then he offers up the sword and gets on his knees in the moat, totally exposed and vulnerable. The knight stands over him, sword shaking in his hands and tears welling in his eyes, clearly torn as to whether or not he should take Arthur’s head off. The crowd looks on silent and spellbound. Finally, he brings Excalibur down on Arthur’s shoulder and knights him. Then he hands the sword back and takes a knee himself to swear faith to the future king, whom he will one day serve as a Knight of the Round Table. 
    

    
              That moment of surrender, both for Arthur and his opponent, shows the power of choosing love over fear. This is the move men need to remember in their relationships. Surrender doesn’t mean admitting defeat, being proven wrong, or becoming less of a man. It means letting go of your ego and the fear that you will be emasculated or somehow lose control. What you are surrendering to, and what you gain by surrender—
      love
      —is far greater than the power you think you are maintaining by trying to dominate others. 
    

    
              Perhaps you have had the opportunity, as I have, to receive a genuine act of unconditional love from somebody, yet found yourself resisting because the vulnerability felt too risky. You might have wondered what it was going to cost you. For many men, opening up and allowing ourselves to be cared for is more difficult than caring for someone else. We have a gas pedal and a brake. When we’re pouring love out on other people it’s much easier to step on the gas. But when it comes to letting love in, we’ve got our foot on the brake. That protective device can stand in the way of authentic connection. Again, the move here is surrender, and giving up the false power we think we have in order to step into our true power as warriors in service of connection, interdependence, and revolutionary love.  
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      You may have heard the saying, “When all you have is a hammer, everything looks like a nail.” To men who only have a sword, everything looks like something to cut. But there are other tools and lenses through which to view our masculinity. Particularly as I move into the last quarter of my life, I have begun to resonate with the generative aspect of male power as symbolized by the flowering wand. 
    

    
              The wand is a very ancient, pre-patriarchal motif which has been brought forward again by the brilliant writer Sophie Strand. In 
      The Flowering Wand: Rewilding the Sacred Masculine
      , Strand offers a vision of masculinity which is fluid, lunar, earth-based, and honoring of the feminine. Her reframe made me realize that I have projected a lot of my own connection to the earth onto the feminine, when in fact there is a very masculine earth-centered archetype which has been completely amputated in our culture. Though I still find a lot of value in the sword, I recognize that there are superpowers in the wand which have been denied us as men. I welcome the opportunity to explore and integrate them. 
    

    
              The flowering wand is different from the sword—or the possessive, penetrating penis—in that it puts the masculine into right relationship with the feminine. It flowers because it is creative and life-affirming, as opposed to the sword which is about killing and subjugating. The wand represents the power to give life, the blade to take it. As Strand writes, “The sword does not embrace. It does not connect. It does not ask questions. It is not an instrument of intimacy. It either attacks or defends, affirming that every interaction is a conflict, and every story is about domination and tragedy.” On the other hand, “With the wand [a man] does not have to prove anything through force. His job is to connect, to close wounds—his own and the wounds of other beings and landscapes. […] And then he, too, can flower alongside his wand, outward, into a power that is soft, curious, connective, and celebratory.” 
    

    
              Strand’s book revisions familiar male myths—Merlin, Osiris, King David, Jesus, Narcissus, Tom Bombadil—to show how men can break free of the limitations imposed on them by monotheistic dominator societies, and return to models of masculinity embraced by earlier partnership cultures. I have been particularly captivated by her portrayal of Dionysus, the pre-Greek god of fertility, vegetation, fermentation, revolution, and ecstatic ritual frenzy. He was also the god of women. Not only did Dionysus have much greater access to the feminine, to the point that he was somewhat androgynous, apparently he had women throwing themselves at him. Yet he is the only male god in the Greek and Roman pantheons of whom there are no stories about how he raped, violated, subjugated, or perpetrated on women. Because he didn’t show the violent traits typically associated with patriarchal masculinity, later Christian traditions emasculated Dionysus by portraying him as asexual and sort of debauched and ridiculous. Or they gave him the horns of Neolithic bull-gods and turned him into the Devil. 
    

    
              Yet in his own epoch, Dionysus was sexy as hell. His rites and festivals often became orgies, with female devotees dressing up like leopards and devouring men. The wild yet tender passion of Dionysus empowered the feminine rather than trying to dominate it, which made women feel safe and free to fully express themselves. Dionysus didn’t have to force himself on his lovers—his flowering wand left them in the full ascendance of their feline sexual prowess. But this was too threatening to the empires that wanted to keep women in their place, so the cult of Dionysus had to be suppressed, his power tamed and his myth distorted. In this context we can also appreciate the warrior aspect of Dionysus, which is more subversive than aggressive. By inviting the oppressed members of society into their authentic power, he was dangerous to the repressive regime. Sophie Strand likens his influence to an invasive vine which slowly strangles its host.  
    

    
              The masculinity associated with Dionysus and the flowering wand is interested in balance with the feminine rather than power and control over it. After all, what is the masculine without the feminine? They are two ends of the same spectrum, two polarities of this incredibly dynamic lifeforce which animates us. The wand also represents communion with an entire ecosystem. If we had more models like Dionysus with his vine-wrapped, honey-dipped, pinecone-tipped wand, there would be an alternative to the competitive, consumptive killer that’s associated with masculinity. Instead of the lumberjack who cuts down the forest, we would have Merlin or the Green Man who are about connecting with the forest, learning its secrets and working in concert with all the creatures it contains. 
    

    
              In this lover-centric vision of masculinity, women would not be viewed as just a potential conquest or notch on one’s belt. The aim would be partnership with the intention of co-creating something of longer-lasting value for the benefit of all, as opposed to immediate gratification of a sexual urge. At this stage in my life, as I watch younger men go through their painful machinations around romance, I realize what a relief it is to not be so driven by testosterone anymore. I can be around beautiful women and instead of sexualizing or objectifying them, I’m able to see them as mothers, wives, daughters, and sisters. This has been very spiritually liberating. 
    

    
              One of the more challenging takeaways for me in Sophie Strand’s work is that we need to expand our limited understanding of the hero’s journey. She pushes back hard against the monomyth, correctly pointing out that in nature monoculture is death and biodiversity is life. Just as large expanses of a single plant become vulnerable to plagues, diseases, and crop failure, overreliance on a single narrative is not healthy. 
    

    
              In her retelling of the legend of Tristan and Isolde, Strand posits that Tristan is repeatedly trying to escape the trauma of the hero’s journey by throwing himself off cliffs or putting himself out to sea in a boat with no oars because he’d rather die than don the mantle of patriarchal masculinity. In such epics, Strand says, heroes are subjected to ordeal after ordeal with no time to recover, and little value is placed on their healing or simply 
      being 
      in the magic of nonlinear time. She talks about coppicing the hero’s journey, which references an ancient agricultural technique in which you chop a tree down to a stump so that hundreds of new shoots burst forth. In her view, rather than rooting out the monomyth, we need only to cut it back so that it can proliferate and go a variety of different ways. This is not about exterminating the mainstream model of masculinity, Strand insists, but overwhelming it with a diversity of others voices so that it can no longer dominate. I am in full support of this vision.
    

    
              Still, the hero’s journey is an incredibly useful and enduring archetype, so I don’t think we should throw it out. But perhaps we need to reframe the outcomes. Rather than conquest and slaying the dragon, maybe it’s about realizing the dragon 
      is
       the magic and the cure. In the giant historical smear campaign that has made women into witches and monsters, and the feminine into sin and evil—all in service of male domination—we have lost touch with the dragon’s ancient wisdom. Perhaps this creature should be befriended as a representative of the older, more earth-based and feminine-empowered spirituality which we have put into shadow. The end result of such a hero’s journey would be to remember, reimagine, and reintegrate a whole different aspect of the Sacred Masculine which has long been unavailable to us. It’s time we reclaim the flowering wand. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Whether you carry a sword, a wand, both, or any other accessory, the most important tool of a warrior is right seeing. This means having a thirty-thousand-foot view of the world and clarity about your mission. What do you want to leave behind for the next seven generations? How will your actions ripple out to affect the entire cosmic web? Rather than power, conquest, and self-gratification, the mission must be for the highest good of all. 
    

    
              We also need right mindfulness to live by that vision rather than the faulty stories we’ve created or been handed. These distorted narratives are responsible for the illusion of separation which keeps us from being clear about our mission. None of us are born thinking that we are imperfect, unworthy, not good enough, or intrinsically disconnected from others and the world around us. It’s because of the programming we get force-fed that we come to feel isolated and as though we’ve fallen short of the limited metrics we’re taught to measure ourselves by. This is where it’s important to tune into our own inner GPS, which helps us discern our true mission and who we were born to be. 
    

    
              When men want to get in touch with their missions, the first thing I have them do is imagine an ideal world. Often that vision comes out of their wounds and how the world was 
      not
       for them. A lot of men describe a safer, more loving world, which isn’t what they experienced as children. Once they have a clear picture of how the world could look if everybody got their needs for love and safety met, the next step is to visualize what they would be doing from this place of wholeness, joy, and freedom. What were they put on the planet to do? I always say that no mission is too small or too great. It could be gardening, starting a nonprofit, going to Africa to build wells, or teaching soccer to kids in the neighborhood. It doesn’t matter what the mission is so long as it contains concrete, observable action versus just chasing rainbows. 
    

    
              The formula here is vision + action = mission. When a man is living in mission, doing the thing he believes he’s here to do, he feels connected and on his game. Life in general might suck for him at the moment because he doesn’t have any money in the bank, his wife’s leaving, and his kids are angry at him. But he could still be in service and on mission, and that colors everything. Without that piece, most guys are pretty lost. And because the mission is true north, we need brothers who will check in and hold us accountable by asking if we’re living in alignment with that larger vertical axis. 
    

    
              Once we are clear about the mission, all our strength, power, and energy can be channeled toward it. This kind of devotion is another quintessential trait of the warrior. It may be helpful to have a talisman as a physical reminder of our devotion to the mission. Any object imbued with personal significance and beneficial power can be a talisman—a picture of loved ones, a religious medallion or figurine, a rock or shell picked up on a walk, a claw or tooth from an animal. Talismans provide both a particular vibration and a tangible connection to the world you are committed to creating. 
    

    
              You can also dedicate a space in your home as an altar where you meditate or pray within the energetic field of what you hold most sacred and holy. You might place on the altar pictures of whatever inspires you to strive toward the best version of yourself—spiritual teachers, ancestors, children, pets, or even your favorite mountain or flower. It doesn’t matter what it is—it’s all about the qualities symbolized for you, and how you channel them into your mission. 
    

    
              It’s important to note that devotion is another dual-edged sword because it can be both conscious and unconscious. When someone has a particular belief system, there is usually intentional devotion as a demonstration of faith. But it can be more revealing to examine what we are unintentionally devoted to. We might say we believe in something and practice it on Sunday, but how do we live the rest of the time? What do we actually worship and revere? 
    

    
              If we were to take a fearless moral inventory of how we spend our time, energy, and resources—which for me are acts of devotion—it’s not at churches, temples, or museums. It’s at the mall, in giant sports stadiums named after corporations, or on the endless mind-numbing gaze at our screens. I don’t think people are conscious of that. Their attention has been hijacked, and they haven’t done the unpacking and examining needed to discover what they really value. This can be especially true of men, and it compromises their ability to live in their true mission. 
    

    
              So from the perspective of warriorship, the first step is becoming conscious of what you are devoted to, and the second is being more intentional. Where you focus your attention, you manifest your intentions. That’s very godlike. How will you invest your time, energy, and money in a way that yields the kind of results you want to see in your life and the world? When you live in alignment with those values a majority of the time, it will give you more authentic power, passion, purpose, and presence. 
    

    
              Remaining devoted to the mission is critical as you go through all the tests and challenges of the hero’s journey. Unless you’re clear about the treasure you seek, enduring the trials will be difficult. The forest is dark, the wasteland wide, the haunted castle dangerous, and the monster’s lair unspeakable. But the most fearful confrontation of all will come when you realize that those threats lie entirely within your own shadow. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 7: Shadow
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      One of my personal models of warriorship is a petite, elderly Buddhist nun named Pema Chödrön. Her books and talks have inspired thousands of people to meet life’s hardships in a heroic way. With fierce yet tender wisdom, Chödrön illuminates the mission of the bodhisattva warrior—one who has taken a vow to strive toward enlightenment for all beings. Bodhisattvas fearlessly sacrifice their own bodies so that others may live. They face hungry tigers, cannibals, and demons, overcoming them not through violence but by the power of loving-kindness. For these spiritual warriors it’s not about the temporal vehicle, this meat suit we are all wearing. It’s about putting everything on the line for the promise of Nirvana. 
    

    
              The bodhisattva path goes down, not up, Chödrön explains, into realms of fear, insecurity, and pain. The reality of suffering has to be explored in order to become awakened—even if it takes lifetimes—so that we stop doing harm to ourselves and others, and open the door to liberation. That requires a very courageous heart. Chödrön writes:
    

    
              
    

    
      The hallmark of this training in spiritual warriorship, in the bodhisattva path, is cultivating bravery. With such bravery you could go anywhere on the earth and be of help to other people because you wouldn’t shut down on them. You would be right there with them for whatever they were going through. But the first step along this path is looking at yourself with a feeling of gentleness and kindness, and it takes a lot of guts to do this. If you’ve tried it, you know how difficult it can be to stay present when you begin to fear what you see. If you do stay present with what you see when you look at yourself again and again, you begin to develop a deeper friendship with yourself.
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              What Chödrön is talking about is shadow work, and the perennial hero’s journey of going into the wasteland of all those parts of ourselves that we’ve hidden, repressed, and denied. This is where we find the gold that will not only transform our own lives, but allow us to be of greater service to others, which is the mission of a bodhisattva. 
    

    
              I’d like to relate this to a personal story of my own evolution in men’s work. In the early days of the Mankind Project, we used to take totem animal names. I chose Spirit Buffalo because it symbolized the willingness I felt to sacrifice myself for the highest good of all concerned. I went through five or ten years of ascendency in the organization, culminating in my becoming the youngest certified co-leader and full leader. Then one day my perspective shifted. The name Spirit Buffalo began to feel naïve, arrogant, and incomplete. So I started checking into retreats with the name Defeated Buffalo because it felt humbler and like it gave me lots of room to grow. Guys who knew me were like, “Dude, what’s that all about?” I went from this grandiose identity based on elevating and escaping from the suffering in this world, to an awareness that my soul work was about diving into the ashes. Life wasn’t about winning or rising above it all—it was about learning to be present with pain and trauma in a way that transforms it into gold. 
    

    
              There is an embarrassing story behind this. At my first Warrior Weekend in 1993, my then-girlfriend, Elaine, came to our graduation ceremony. Each of the men had a moment to share something with the audience, and many years later Elaine reminded me of the comment I made when it was my turn to speak. I’m paraphrasing here, but essentially I said that I felt grateful for the opportunity to have seen how good I had it by hearing all the other men’s stories of pain and suffering. That’s really messed up when I think about it. 
    

    
              For so long I told myself that I’d led such a privileged life, and that my own journey of grief and loss was incomparable to most people’s. Hearing men’s stories of real horror and trauma caused me to diminish my own suffering and project my potential for gold onto others. I felt that I couldn’t possibly ever grow in the way that some of these men did because I hadn’t suffered as much. It is true that I’ve had some very fortunate karma. But as good as things may have looked on the outside, that doesn’t lessen the fact there are holes in my heart from the difficult experiences I’ve been through. Denial of my own darkness actually weakened my light by limiting my ability to connect authentically with others who were going through their own struggles. But once I went deeper into shadow work, I changed my name to Defeated Buffalo as a way of embracing the parts of myself I’d rejected.
    

    
              After I made this turn, there was a shift in how I was perceived. I had been a golden child in men’s work with a reputation for being special and having a lot of privilege. So I was an easy target for guys who were on the path to leadership and wanted to test their own mettle. It was not unusual for me to show up on a weekend and have some guy I didn’t even recall seeing before take a whack at me. He’d step out in the circle, stand in front of me and say, “I don’t know who the fuck you think you are, but you haven’t said hi to me, you’ve walked by me five times and one time you bumped me, etc.” After my name change, I got a lot less of that. I think having a bit of humility, vulnerability, and authenticity made me more approachable. 
    

    
              Earlier it was more of an inability than an unwillingness on my part to connect with others. But once I was able to recognize and dive more deeply into the parts of me that were broken open, I gained a greater capacity to meet people where they’re at. This is what is meant by the Bodhisattva path going down, not up. It’s only by facing our own darkness that we can bring forth our greatest light and shine it onto others. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The hero’s journey requires us to find deeper levels of courage, compassion, and self-acceptance than we ever thought we were capable of. It’s risky to separate from “home”—the comfort and security of our beliefs about ourselves and the world—to enter the wilderness of shadow. There are dragons and demons out there, and befriending them is so much scarier than slaying them. 
    

    
              But the dragon’s got its foot on the magic pearl, which is liberation—the freedom to just be ourselves and know that we are enough. When we find that, there is expansion of the heart, increased capacity for connection, and the realization that we are swimming eyeballs-deep in unconditional love. I recall the words of the poet Rumi: “Your task is not to seek for love, but merely to seek and find all the barriers within yourself that you have built against it.” Everything we are looking for is already here, but the scales on our eyes prevent us from seeing it. That’s what shadow work and the promise of the pearl represent—the chance to shed those old layers and evolve into our birthright of true vision, embodied knowledge, and the lived experience of love. 
    

    
              Think about how a pearl is formed. Some irritant, a parasite or grain of sand, gets past the hard shell of an oyster and enters its sensitive inner layers. The oyster responds by transmuting it into a precious treasure. Have you ever had an experience like this, where what you believed to be the worst thing that could possibly happen turned out, with time and experience, to be the biggest blessing? The sources of our deepest pain can become our most valuable pearls if we learn to view them through the lens of spiritual growth. That’s what the hero’s journey is, the initiatory process of confronting whatever has kept us from being in our Buddha nature, and turning it into the very thing that allows us to live our Dharma, our true life’s purpose. 
    

    
              On this epic quest, one of the most fearsome dragons men need to face is the misconception that we’re not supposed to have emotions—especially those that would make us appear weak or less manly, such as grief, sadness, or fear. We receive so many toxic and damaging messages around this. “Boys don’t cry. Guys can’t be vulnerable. Man up. Stop being a pussy.” We don’t want to look at our tender underbelly, so it comes out unconsciously in violence, addictions, or other dysfunctional behaviors. An incredible amount of harm is caused simply because we don’t know how to manage our feelings. Yet for many men, this pattern feels safer and more familiar than the unknown, which would be to risk opening up and embracing our emotions, engaging with them in a patient, receptive way. 
    

    
              When I know my buddy is struggling so I ask how he’s doing, yet after thirty years of friendship all he can say is “I’m fine” or “I don’t want to talk about it,” that is a dragon. When a man says, “The beatings I got from my father toughened me up and taught me how to be a man,” or “The abuse and violence that happened to me don’t matter,” that is a demon. When guys won’t go to therapy or talk about their feelings, that is a monster. All of these problems tie back to the distortion around our soft inner side and the fear that we might somehow be perceived as too feminine. 
    

    
              This conditioning starts for us almost from the moment of birth. A study I came across in graduate school illustrates the cultural bias that we need to raise boys to be tough and withstand pain at the expense of vulnerability. Three control groups made up of men and women from fairly diverse socioeconomic backgrounds were shown a black-and-white film in which a gender-neutral baby was crying. One group was told the baby was a boy, one was told it was a girl, and in the third group people were asked to identify the gender themselves. Each participant was then asked how they would respond to this wailing infant who was obviously in pain and distress. What do you think happened? Those who thought the baby was a girl were more likely to say they’d go in and comfort it than those who believed the baby was a boy. This was true of men and women alike.
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              The idea that boys shouldn’t be sensitive is thrust upon us throughout childhood, if not directly from our caregivers, then from the culture at large. It often leaves us emotionally crippled. We don’t want to have feelings, much less talk about them, and we can’t handle the feelings of others. This fear and discomfort around emotions is what turns masculinity toxic by driving our need to appear manly through dominance—not only over others, but over anything we perceive as weak or feminine within ourselves. 
    

    
              There’s an opposite extreme, however, which is to live in victim consciousness. This happens when we carry stories about how powerless we are as a result of things that happened to us. I remember the horrific case of an über-elite army ranger whose father, also a military member, committed suicide because he felt like he never accomplished what his son had. Instead of being proud he felt crushed. He had always been ruthless with his son, telling him he’d never amount to anything, which was just a projection of the feeling of unworthiness he carried because of his own father. These wounds are intergenerational—a man can’t give what he never had if he doesn’t do the work. So the dynamic of trying to please an unpleasable father only backfired to produce more dissatisfaction. When the son did the New Warrior weekend, his work was around processing his father’s death. But a few years later he also shot himself. 
    

    
              On the surface, both of these men had done everything right and were acknowledged by society for it. Yet underneath the wounds festered and the pearls never emerged. 
    

    
              A less tragic example would be the young man who I studied with in my graduate program. He was hanging onto a story about how he couldn’t have a successful life because he lacked the self-esteem he would have if his father had only gone to his little league softball championship game. One day he went home and confronted his dad, who pulled out the photos and said, “Look, I was there the whole time. Not only was I taking these pictures, I was watching and cheering you on.” The guy had lived his whole life based on a misperception, to the point that it became an excuse for his own lack of self-responsibility. 
    

    
              We all carry lots of stories. The ones we give the most room to are going to have the biggest impact on our lives. Messages we pick up early on, especially from our caregivers, color our experience in broad strokes. For example, let’s say I heard a lot growing up that I shouldn’t be selfish, that I need to share my toys and not hoard. Because of this conditioning, I got better and better at appearing as though I’m generous while judging and condemning others for their selfishness. Yet somewhere in my life I’m acting out of shadow by being greedy and stingy, because what I project the most is what I’ve unconsciously disowned within myself. This is like the typical story of the pastor who preaches hellfire and damnation for sinners, then gets caught sleeping with one of his parishioners’ wives. Twelve-step programs have a phrase for this: “You spot it, you got it.”  
    

    
              Although parents are trying to instill good moral values when they teach their children to be generous, it can become toxic if there is a lack of the counterbalancing piece: What does it look like to take care of myself? When is it okay to say no and have boundaries? Discovering how these unconscious beliefs operate beneath our radar is critical if we are going to free ourselves from past conditioning and take back our power to navigate the present more skillfully. We need to have a pause button that enables us to get some perspective and view things happening to us from that bridge over the river. If we don’t have a practice of self-reflection, we are probably going to make unwise choices. For me, this sometimes means just knowing when to put myself in time-out. 
    

    
              For a lot of men, an important step is recognizing that they’ve had their fathers or mothers on a pedestal. As much as they may love their parents, some really messed up things happened. So there is actually a huge pit of stuff they’ve never looked at because they always idealized their childhood. Shadow work is about having the courage to clean out these dark corners and bring hidden things into the light. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The spiritual teacher Kahlil Gibran said, “Every man is two men; one is awake in the darkness, the other asleep in the light.” The two men represent the parts of us that are conscious and unconscious, and which need to be integrated. As a fundamental law of the universe, this polarity of light and dark is always there, and awakening is that place right in the middle where we can live in balance and integrity. There is tension between light and dark, which is why a lot of traditions believe dusk and dawn are such juicy, sacred times. Standing in both sides at once is what allows us to become fully integrated beings. 
    

    
              All the great spiritual traditions talk about this process in different ways. “Know thyself” was inscribed upon the ancient Greek Temple of Apollo. Jesus said, “And you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.”
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       The truth is that we have both light and dark within us. Knowing which one to act on, and being clear about what we’re in service to, are the keys. Even Jesus had to reaffirm which side of the line he was choosing when he was tempted by Satan with being the king of everything in the physical realm. That’s what evil does—it constantly appeals to our shadows.
    

    
              The darkness in us isn’t necessarily because we’re evil or malicious. It’s because of what I would call our unconscious animal nature. Sex drive, status seeking, desire to belong, the need for money, security, safety, and control—these are all core instincts which are necessary for our survival. They can be superpowers in the sense that they motivate us to accomplish great things. But they can also become distorted and destructive when we don’t handle them skillfully. The need for belonging can cause us to be inauthentic around others, or to form in-groups and out-groups which produce conflict and oppression. The need for spiritual connection can result in addiction when we try to fill the emptiness inside by getting high. The need for love can make us unsafe if we act out and push ourselves on others, or it can make us withdrawn and shut-down when we reject love because of our unhealed wounds. The desire for safety can lead to aggression and violence—especially when we misapprehend what the real threats are and treat anyone different from us as the enemy—or to escapism and paralysis when we go into flight or freeze response. When we aren’t aware of how we’re acting on these primal instincts, they become extremely dangerous, especially when they’re manipulated and hijacked by unloving forces. The devil is simply deceit playing to our basest natures to prevent us from living in balance, harmony, and interdependence. 
    

    
              Rather than repressing and pushing our animal drives into shadow (which usually results in acting out or projection onto others), we need to integrate them so that we can remain present and grounded when they show up in our everyday lives. This is the great challenge and opportunity of human existence—to harmonize our more primitive aspects with our higher spiritual nature in order to become fully embodied vessels for life. When we do that, there’s flow. Things are happening and we remain in alignment. There’s the right amount of 
      sthira
       and 
      sukha
      , effort and ease in yoga. Balance is attainable, but it requires attention and maintenance. After a while, like any other art, it gets easier. We become more awakened and intentional, less hooked by unloving messages which pull us into unskillful behavior. This is the integrated state referred to by the sages of all great spiritual traditions. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      It cannot be overstated how much our lives are directed by the subtle, unconscious forces which lie within the unfathomable depths of our own being. In terms of biology, we simply aren’t attuned to all of the complex structures and dynamics in place which are required for our survival. We don’t willfully direct our heart to beat or our lungs to pump oxygen into the bloodstream. It’s all just flowing automatically, and that’s kind of how the unconscious is. So much of the time, the way we respond to people and situations is limited or even dictated by our past experiences without our conscious awareness. Depending on who you talk to, free will may even be an illusion, because our choices are governed by past psychological conditioning and the wiring we were born with. We think we get to pick between chocolate and vanilla, but because of our taste buds we’re going to go for one or the other 99% of the time.
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              Anything that’s driving us, as opposed to us driving it, is considered shadow. This includes unbridled sexual appetite. That’s not to say sex is bad. It can be soulful, creative, and transformational—I mean, orgasms are a really big deal. But precisely because sex is so potent, the experiences we have can profoundly impact our entire lives. 
    

    
              We now know through neuroscience that some of the same parts of our brain light up during both sexual and spiritual experiences. It has even been posited that all human rituals—which give meaning to our lives and help us feel connected—evolved directly from animal rituals, which have to do exclusively with mating.
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       So there is certainly a connection between the spiritual and sexual aspects of our nature. 
    

    
              It’s also true that traumatic sexual experiences forge connections in the brain which can impact how we relate to sexuality, consciously or unconsciously, for the rest of our lives. Just as a person who is abused growing up may find themselves drawn into the same patterns as adults, someone whose first exposure to sex is of an abusive, violent nature may end up conflating sex with violence for the rest of their lives if they don’t do a lot of unpacking of those early experiences. Even someone who has a perfect golden story will still have to face plenty of harmful influences along the way, at the root of which is denigration of the feminine in our society. Men internalize these views and unconsciously manifest them in behaviors like objectifying the feminine or basing their self-worth on how many people they’ve slept with.         
    

    
              Humans are sexual beings. At an early age, children are playing doctor and nurse and saying, “Show me yours and I’ll show you mine.” Our first sexual experiences leave a particular imprint which can influence the flavor of our appetites for the rest of our lives—if those early exposures are distorted, it affects the whole trajectory. So it’s helpful to look at our formative experiences around sex as a kind of initiation in order to understand how we may end up perpetuating the impact they had in an unconscious, even ritualized way. 
    

    
              For example, the experimentations with my cousin which I recounted in a previous chapter caused me to become hypersexualized at a young age. Not long after, I found a book called 
      The Joy of Sex
      —which was like our Kama Sutra back then—and discovered masturbation. I would have eventually come to these things anyway, but at age nine I was young and tender and not ready to wrestle with them yet. It set me up for a lot of unhealthy patterns, particularly the inability to equate sex and love in a meaningful way. I struggled with the intense feelings I had for my partners, and the more pleasurable and gratifying the sex was, the more I believed we were in love. I stayed in unhealthy relationships just because the sex was good. If it wasn’t great right away, I didn’t have a lot of interest in pursuing the relationship or being patient with the possibility that the sex might improve as love blossomed over time. 
    

    
              I’ve heard from other men, particularly my two sons, that they were totally in love with the girls they lost their virginity to, and that since then they’ve never really considered having sex with somebody they didn’t deeply care for. That was not my experience. Because my first sexual exposure was divorced from romantic connection, I couldn’t understand what real intimacy was. It took me until my 40s to be able to separate my appetite for sex from genuine feelings of love for a partner. 
    

    
              Early sexualization causes a lot of confusion. But the degree to which I was impacted is nothing compared to the intensity of the exposure kids are getting today through pornography. This problem is at pandemic proportions because of the online porn industry, which gives kids instant access to a steady stream of unregulated material which is difficult for caregivers to monitor. The way this is landing on young men, and the resulting effect on women in dating and relationships, is devastating.
    

    
              According to a 2023 survey, the average age at which children first get exposed to porn is twelve. 73% of teens aged 13-17 have watched porn online, and over half of those said they came to it accidentally.
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       From the standpoint of the individual these viewings may be unintentional, but in terms of the forces trying to manipulate us by hijacking our primal instincts, this is no accident. Online pornography is a multibillion-dollar industry which, apart from being incredibly lucrative, serves to reinforce gender stereotypes in a society based on male power, domination, and control. Depictions of abuse, rape, assault, and violence against women are rampant. Aggressive behaviors like choking, smothering, kicking, biting, and the use of weapons are portrayed as “normal” parts of sex. For young people whose brains are still forming, and who turn to pornography to learn about sex for the first time, this is utterly tragic. Where are the people responsible for this and how are they being held accountable?
    

    
              In all the studies, boys are more likely to seek out porn than girls.
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       This trend continues with age—adult men are almost four times as likely to be addicted to porn as women.
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       Like any other potent substance, porn activates really primal parts of the brain to cause a flood of biochemicals which can be extremely habit-forming. I’ve talked to so many men who say they use porn to self-medicate, but that it only leaves them feeling worse. This can become an endless cycle of shame and self-destructive behavior, just like any other addiction. 
    

    
              What these men are gorging themselves on is toxic, and it’s crippling their ability to navigate sexuality in a healthy way. Immersion in a fantasy world of porn and masturbation has left them totally unprepared to engage with actual flesh-and-blood women. In some cases it has even made them impotent by conditioning them to respond only to extreme overstimulation so that they can no longer get aroused by real life interactions with a human partner. An ED diagnosis may be the tipping point that finally causes some men to seek treatment for porn addiction. Research is also confirming the devastating mental health impacts—porn users report more symptoms of depression, poorer quality of life, and overall lower health status.
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              It’s worth identifying what is hardcore porn in the sense of being toxic and harmful, and what is an artistic expression of eroticism and intimacy which is authentic and true. Both are intended to cause sexual excitement and an intense emotional reaction. But porn is exploitative and dehumanizing, whereas erotic art can be used in a healthy, respectful way to stimulate our appetites, explore our sexuality, and help us bond with our partners. Degrading human behavior has always been degrading human behavior. That hasn’t changed. What’s different with today’s porn is that we’ve found an incredibly efficient way to amplify the reactions of the brain to certain stimuli, then to exploit those responses with algorithms. Add to that the systematic abuse and degradation of the feminine as portrayed in porn and we have an extremely dangerous force for evil in society. 
    

    
              A big takeaway here is that porn is essentially an unregulated drug. It carries a great deal of risk of doing harm to your overall wellbeing and development, and can lead you to cause harm to others. It should be treated accordingly. Think of it like a having a loaded gun—you need to be equipped to deal with that in a skillful way. However, I don’t want to conflate the harmful aspects of pornography with the idea that sex is bad or wrong and should be censored. What’s important here is conscious awareness of how you’re engaging with these incredibly dynamic forces within yourself, and making sure that you act for good and not evil. In that way it’s no different than any of the other manifestations of shadow we’ve talked about in this book. 
    

    
              Men are definitely responsible for the violent, degrading, dehumanizing aspects of sex which arise out of domination culture. It’s obvious how damaging this is to women and children, but the cost to men’s souls is seldom taken into consideration. I think the deeper impact on a spiritual level is that something that could be really sacred—an expression of our sexuality and connection to the divine, which they used to build temples to in ancient times—has been replaced with porn. In terms of where men put their time, attention, and money, that is where we are worshipping. And what gets lost in the process is our devotion to the genuinely intimate, connective, and life-affirming dimensions of sex which are infinitely more rewarding. 
    

    
              We also need to address eroticized violence. Any wound can become a source of such pain for men that it leads to violence. And so many men are wounded around sexuality and their relationship to the feminine that unless we do something to guide them more skillfully, sexual violence is bound to show up. From a shadow work perspective, rape, abuse, and harassment are distorted manifestations of a natural impulse. We have a biological imperative as a species to procreate—the reason we are around is that it’s so successful. But if this base animal instinct is not humanized, it can show up in unhealthy ways for both men and women. In a later chapter we’ll look at what healthy sexuality looks like for men, and how we can maintain our integrity in this area of life. 
    

    
              The bottom line is that if you don’t own your shadow, your shadow will own you. Whether it’s sexual impulses, core wounds from childhood, base survival instincts, or anything else buried in your unconscious, you need to bring that forward and integrate it. This is not a question of whether knowing yourself is better than not knowing yourself. There cannot be anything more important than understanding who you are, how you operate, and what it would take to show up as a better version of yourself. So the real question is: are you ready to embark on this quest? 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Dealing with shadow means going back to the very beginning of our stories. The seeds of our sense of value, purpose, and belonging are planted at the moment of conception, and those first few years of life are critical. If we aren’t nurtured in an environment that has some consistency in terms of love, care, and connection, it becomes difficult to find self-esteem as adults. Rather than being internally grounded, we have so much untended pain that it’s hard to be fully present in the moment. Our reactions are limited by unresolved experiences of the past, so when a situation arises we think, “This feels familiar. I know this place and I’m not going here. I’m out.” Or, “I’m going to hurt you before you hurt me.” That’s what it looks like on the surface. But true shadow work is about getting past the distortions and dysfunctions created by unhealed wounds, down to the layer where our need for love and connection is revealed. 
    

    
              I attribute this paradigm to one of my core teachers, Cliff Barry, 
      who created a therapeutic process which allows 
      people to go bravely and wholeheartedly into the painful dark places we all have inside ourselves in order to mine the gold and pearls.
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       I give Cliff props for creating the most shame- and judgment-free container you could possibly imagine for people to put their dirty laundry out on the table and look at it. A core tenet of Barry’s is that if we are willing to look honestly and courageously at the parts of ourselves we’re most ashamed of, we will discover that at their core, all that those thought or behavior patterns were trying to do for us was create a sense of connection. They ended up doing it in a really distorted way—it’s never okay to hurt, abuse, or violate people. But if we look at those behaviors with some compassion, like through the eyes of Jesus or Buddha, we might see that we did the best we could to get those needs met with the only tools we had. Such clarity allows us to move forward with greater awareness and skill, and a strong resolution not to repeat the same mistakes. 
    

    
              This is a beautiful, powerful, life-affirming orientation which really changes everything. It’s also a universal truth, and shadow work is simply one of many theoretical models which can guide us through a process of integration and reconciliation. The path is therapeutic and cathartic, but there’s also a bit of ritual and ceremony to it. The dark stuff needs to be handled in a really sacred way by bringing in some light and balance so that it doesn’t get off track. I would call it shamanic work in that it honors the spiritual dimension for holistic healing. 
    

    
              I think older cultures sought access to this kind of integration through community ceremony and ritual. Some of the world’s most celebrated holidays originated in the need to resolve our complex and often competing human desires and instincts. There are many traditions of “opposite day” festivals when the usual social order gets flipped and society’s shadow side is playfully satirized—Holi in India, when caste roles are reversed; Saturnalia in ancient Rome, when masters served their slaves; Carnival in Latin Catholic culture, when moral restraints are relaxed and people party in the streets; Samhain in the Celtic world, when the veil between living and dead is lifted. These were socially sanctioned ways to bring forward what was normally hidden, repressed, and denied. Now we have football games on Sunday to channel our more violent tendencies, but we lack a greater cultural awareness of how important integration of shadow really is. This is one reason that many people find contemporary religious practices to feel devoid of deeper meaning.  
    

    
              Our discomfort with shadow means that even in the ritual space of men’s circles, it’s a big risk for guys to expose the most vulnerable parts of their story, such as having been sexually abused or something awful they did to somebody else. We sometimes say on men’s retreats that we’re not here to wound you, because you came in scarred and broken-open already. We’re here to create an opportunity for you to step back into your trauma and rewrite it from a new perspective in order to heal your soul. 
    

    
              One of the doorways into feeling safe enough to do that is to evoke genuine self-acceptance and love by connecting men with the tender, innocent parts of themselves before anything bad happened to them. I ask them to imagine themselves as children, then I say, “Knowing what you do about everything that little boy is going to go through in his life, what does he need to hear right now?” Often guys are crying at this point. The messages they come back with always have to do with connection to something that’s steady and ever-present for them: “You’re always going to be safe,” “You’ll always be loved,” or “I’ll always be here for you.” 
    

    
              If we try to get straight to the wound before putting their younger selves out there, they’ll just continue to say “I’m fine, I don’t need anything. It wasn’t that bad.” It’s often easier for guys to grasp onto the part of themselves that doesn’t want to cause more harm than it is for them to acknowledge their own suffering. So we have to split off that tender, vulnerable little child and identify what 
      he
       needs. Then we ask, “If you can’t do it for you, can you do it for him?” A hundred percent of the time guys will say yes. It’s easier for them to feel tender care toward somebody else than it is to feel it for themselves, so externalization is the way into self-love for most men.  
    

    
              The exercise also puts guys in touch with a part of themselves that is empowered, nurturing, generative, and a conscious co-creator of their own reality. This is essential for healing. They go from being the victim—that wounded little boy—to the mature man who can take care of himself and others. Once healed and whole, they are better able to handle situations with power, purpose, and presence.
    

    
              I want to refer back to trauma research here, and the discovery that psychological fortitude is related to whether or not you felt completely helpless during a traumatic experience. Even if you can take responsibility for getting up in the morning and going a particular way to work when a plane fell out of the sky and blindsided you, that sense of agency is going to contribute to your healing and growth. Accountability is the opposite of victimhood and powerlessness. It starts wherever you’re at in the moment, with acceptance of reality, including how you contributed to your own situation. Then you work it from there with the attitude that school’s in session. There’s something here for you to learn, you just need to show up and pay attention. 
    

    
              My teachers Ron and Mary Hulnick at the University of Santa Monica helped me understand that one of the greatest acts of accountability is self-forgiveness. Forgiving others can actually be kind of arrogant, and I’m not sure it’s even possible without first forgiving ourselves for being so attached to a misguided way of seeing things. Authentic forgiveness comes from owning our own limited perceptions and having the humility to acknowledge that we are not the all-powerful God abiding in complete understanding of reality. I’ve had enough experiences to know that sometimes what felt like the worst thing somebody could do to me was actually the best thing with time. So the formula is to forgive my own arrogance for judging that person and thinking that what they did to me was so wrong, and to take myself off the cross so that I can truly open my heart and accept them as another struggling, suffering human doing the best they can with what they have to work with. 
    

    
              I love the phrase, “There but for the grace of God go I.” It’s a humble acknowledgement of my own shadow and unskillful behaviors, as well as a recognition of the connection I share with others who are equally flawed. Some attribute this quote to St. Francis of Assisi, others to the 16
      th
      -century preacher John Bradford as he watched a group of prisoners being led to execution. (Ironically, Bradford himself was later burned at the stake as a martyr.) The point is, once we become aware of the darkness within ourselves, we realize we are in no position to judge. 
    

    
              The Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich Nat Hahn portrays this sentiment beautifully in his poem “Please Call Me By My True Names.” He likens himself both to the frog swimming happily in the pond, and the snake who silently eats the frog—to the victim as well as the perpetrator. Hahn wrote the poem after receiving a letter about a little girl, a refugee fleeing the aftermath of the Vietnam War, who was raped by a sea pirate. In his meditation, Hahn saw that if he had been raised in the same conditions as the pirate, he might have turned out just like him. It’s not so easy to condemn others, Hahn says, when we recognize ourselves in them. This is a perfect example of ownership of shadow. At the end of the poem, he asks us to please call him by his true names so he can wake up and open the door of his heart.
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              Maybe not in this lifetime, but probably in a past life, or perhaps in a future one, we have all been on either end of this spectrum. If one really believes in karma and reincarnation, as Hindus and Buddhists do, then it follows that we have a connection and a commonality with all other beings in terms of our shared experience. The Buddha actually said that anyone you look at, even the person you hold in least regard, has been your mother in some past life. Seeing it that way, can you extend grace to others as well as to yourself, especially in the heat of the moment when you’re at risk of doing the most harm?
    

    
              As you become more practiced at this, you begin to see that the dragon is not an enemy but a part of yourself which needs to be integrated. Rather than slaying it you can surrender—and in that ego-death you take on all the dragon’s power to be reborn as a greater, wiser, more awakened and loving man than you ever dreamed you could be. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 8: Surrender
    

    
      
    

    
      For all the perils of the hero’s journey, some safety is necessary. But safety is not for comfort. It’s to allow us to take more risks—and gain greater rewards—as we explore the darker aspects of ourselves. I got this from my teacher, Cliff Barry, who said that the whole point of creating safe containers is so that we can dive into more dangerous territory. We put on a life jacket so we can go in the ocean, not so we can sleep in our beds. Safety also means deciding how deep we’re willing to go, and when we’ve had enough and need to call in support and resources. 
    

    
              We can look at big wave surfers for an illustration of this principle. Most people would probably lose their lives to the fifty-foot monsters these guys ride. But because they’ve created a certain amount of safety through proper precautions and preparations, an otherwise unthinkable risk becomes acceptable. This is what warriors do, they train. Big wave surfers work specific muscle groups and expand their lung capacity through diaphragmatic breathing exercises so they can survive wipeouts and hold-downs. They study the conditions they’ll face, analyzing wind and swell patterns and mapping out sea floor hazards. Sometimes they have jet ski support so they can be towed in and out of the waves to minimize risk. There are so many moving parts to track, yet when at last they are dangling off the face of that massive blue wall, everything dissolves into one-pointed concentration. Usually they’ll just say they were in the zone. 
    

    
              That moment when the bounds of ego dissolve to merge with the cosmic whole has been sought after by mystics of every tradition. Psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi coined the term “flow” to describe this distinctive state.
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       He interviewed brilliant creatives, athletes, scientists, monastics, and others who attained an ecstatic experience of oneness through complete immersion in their chosen activity. By transcending ordinary reality, and perhaps even their own sense of identity, they became capable of wondrous feats otherwise inaccessible to human beings. 
    

    
              I would like to bring this down to the ground in terms of how we live our everyday lives with the people closest to us. There is a kind of flow-like state which can be achieved by finding poise and grace during times of intense conflict, provided one has the skills and preparation. Most people think of flow as a state we get into with work, the creative process, or the challenge of running a marathon. But I see no reason why we can’t apply what we know about flow to our relationships and difficult situations with people close to us. 
    

    
               Csikszentmihalyi explains that our nervous systems are only wired to process so many bits of information at a time, so when we unify our concentration on a single point or activity, all other data gets left aside. This is why when we are in flow we don’t think about our problems, plan what we’re going to have for dinner, feel hungry or thirsty, or even notice the passage of time. We simply surrender to a state that is at once thrilling and serene, focused and spontaneous, full of both wonder and clarity. 
    

    
              If connection is what’s most important in life—or should be—then nothing requires our full, singular attention more than trying to create the conditions necessary to experience a flow state with our loved ones. Some of my most profound moments of healing and connection with my partner and kids have happened when things were getting really hot and it felt like their sole intention was to rip my heart out. All I wanted to do was run, strike back, or close down. Yet because of the training I’ve had through men’s work, I was able to see more creative possibilities. I could ask myself, “What is the lifejacket I have on, and how can I pull the ripcord in order to deescalate and bring this down safely?” The answer always had to do with my desire to be of greatest service to my loved one who was obviously very hurt, angry, and disappointed in me. In order to do that, I had to surrender my stories and judgments and simply be present for them. 
    

    
              Sometimes people become addicted to conflict and intensity as a result of their childhood experiences and programming. They feel more connected when there’s a lot of teeth-gnashing and fur flying because that’s what they grew up with. So they create what I call negative bonding experiences, but there’s never any resolution. Then there’s the person who is able to meet conflict and intensity with balance whenever it arises. Rather than going into fight, flight, or freeze, they can simply merge with the other person. Flow state doesn’t mean creating drama just because that’s what you are familiar with. It means using your prior training to handle difficult situations as they come. 
    

    
              I’ve had conversations in which my feeling going into it was as terrifying as facing a giant wave or looking down a steep ski slope. I knew there was heat there, and that the topic was full of pitfalls and hazards which could be dangerous to the relationship. There have been times when someone said something to me that made me want to pull my sword out and cut their head off, but fortunately I knew how to hold my breath when the wave pulled me under or the avalanche carried me down the slope. I surrendered with trust that not only we would survive, but when we ended up on the beach or at the bottom of the mountain, we would somehow be grateful for the ride. 
    

    
              I recall one such conversation with my son, Dakota. I knew it would require intense effort and focus, but if I could take my own ego out of the picture in order to deeply attune with him, we would be closer at the end of it. He had his own story of how he thought the conversation would go, so he came ready for battle. But when he didn’t get all of the denial and resistance he thought he was going to get from me, and instead I was accountable and just kept saying “I hear you,” the whole situation was transformed. I felt like I was with him, and more importantly, 
      he
       felt like I was with him. Surrendering didn’t cause me to lose anything—it allowed me to bond more deeply with my son. 
    

    
              We were on Kauai at the time, and when the dust settled we went to this freshwater cave just off the ocean, a sacred spot closed to the public where we had been invited by some locals. There was a little altar where people had left flowers, shells, and offerings, so Dakota and I did a beautiful ceremony there. We were both in a blissful state of relief. I think he felt much lighter and freer because he got to blow through a lot of stuff he had been carrying, and suddenly there was more room between us. I said to him, “I am clearing space for you right now. I’m relieving you of all the trauma which you’ve taken on from me, my parents, and my grandparents. Whatever you’re carrying that doesn’t belong to you, this is the time and place to set it down.” Then we just stood before the altar and wept in each other’s arms. It was a magical experience which neither of us will ever forget it.  
    

    
      
    

    
               
    

    
      Our sense of safety in the world is directly proportional to our own inner stability. When we have a solid foundation of self-worth, we can show up more confidently to a given situation. I think we are conditioned by our survival instinct to misperceive the level of safety we need in order to risk being authentic and vulnerable. Real growth happens when we get pushed out of our comfort zone, yet are willing to dive in anyway. We bear our broken-open hearts even though we might not feel as safe as we think we need to be. 
    

    
              That’s not to say we don’t sometimes need to take external measures in situations where there is a lot of trauma, whether personal or collective. For example, let’s say I wanted to get a group of black women and white men together to talk about race and gender. There would need to be some serious ground rules in order to make that safe given the level of historical violence that has gone on. But the depth those conversations were capable of reaching would not be the result of ground rules. It would be completely dictated by the amount of personal safety each individual brought. Dialogue between wounded, fragile people is very different than it is with people who are empowered, know their own voices, and feel secure enough that they can hold space for others. 
    

    
               Regardless of any precautions we take, absolute safety is an illusion. The level of safety we 
      feel
       is dictated by experience, practice, maturity, and wisdom. Guys who surf big waves, ski giant mountains, or run raging rivers often say, “I was riding the tail of the dragon.” One minute it’s the most amazing thing that could ever happen to them, the next it could easily spell their doom. They might get called adrenaline junkies or type A personalities, but for the real masters, it’s not about competition or glory. The guys I look up to in those fields, like Laird Hamilton and Travis Rice, all allude to this mystical flow state in which they lose their sense of themselves and merge into the moment and the elements—ocean, snow, mountains, whatever. For a few brief instants, they are at one with something so much greater that it could slap them down 
      hard
      —and in that moment their ego dissolves, which is an experience at the heart of all spiritual quests. 
    

    
              
      There is a story in the Old Testament about the Hebrew patriarch Jacob wrestling with an angel. Jacob is camping alone by a river—again, the archetype of a man going into nature to be initiated—when he is approached by a mysterious stranger. The two end up grappling all night in an epic struggle. But when the angel dislocates Jacob’s hip just by touching it, Jacob senses that he is up against divinity and declares he will not let his opponent go without receiving his blessing. Day breaks and the angel blesses Jacob and renames him Israel—“one who strives with God and lives”—in a beautiful acknowledgment of Jacob’s strength and determination. Before limping away, Jacob christens the place Peniel—“face of God”—saying that he has gone head-to-head with the Angel of the Lord and been spared.
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              Jacob was soundly beaten, yet he went away proud and strengthened for having been bested by something so much greater than he was. He carried that hip wound for the rest of his life and it totally changed his perspective. There are forces out there in the universe much more powerful than we are, so to struggle against them is futile. To me, that is a beautiful expression of the Sacred Masculine. The Austrian poet Rainer Maria Rilke references Jacob’s battle in his poem “The Man Watching.” The last stanza reads: 
    

    
      
    

    
      
        Whoever was beaten by this Angel 
        

        (who often simply declined the fight) 
        

        went away proud and strengthened
        

        and great from that harsh hand, 
        

        that kneaded him as if to change his shape. 
        

        Winning does not tempt that man. 
        

        His growth is: to be deeply defeated
      
    

    
      by ever greater things.
    

    
      
    

    
              Wrestling with angels requires humility, authenticity, and a willingness to surrender. When Jacob realized the divinity before him, he yielded. Stepping into powerlessness is about acknowledging that there is a greater force which we want to be aligned with, and that’s a huge risk. But it’s also an unavoidable step on the path to liberation. It’s only by giving up attachment to our ego and our stories that we can free ourselves and come into a more authentic power. This is why surrender is a core piece in addiction recovery. The first of the twelve steps is to admit that we’re powerless over our addiction. The next is to acknowledge something greater, God as we understand it, and place our faith in this beneficial force so that we can be restored. 
    

    
              That kind of vulnerability can be incredibly difficult for men because we’ve been taught that we’re supposed to be powerful, impenetrable, and emotionless. We are going into unknown territory when we surrender our core beliefs about what it means to be a man in order to risk trying on something else which will give us a greater connection to genuine power. In terms of our relationships—and the angels in our lives with whom we wrestle every day—this means having a little bit of faith and trust, and setting down our beliefs about how we’re right and they did us wrong. Although we may feel that being hostile, aggressive, and closed off is better than risking the possibility of getting hurt again, this is an illusion. When we can say I’m sorry and not deflect, defend, or make excuses, but just own it and be accountable, that's where the healing starts. Actually seeing and hearing somebody else’s experience without denying or trying to manage it means stepping into powerlessness, and in that choice we align with greater love and connection. 
    

    
              Yet without maturity and ego-strength, that’s really difficult to do. Another process I’ve taken men through is around their deepest unmet need, which often has to do with getting their power back. I ask them to name what’s at risk for them if that happens, and what’s at risk if it doesn’t. For example, a man might say he needs to heal his relationship with his father. But if it were that easy, if there weren’t some resistance and usually some cost, he would have already done it by now. So what is the thing he would have to start doing differently if that reconciliation happened? Let’s say he repairs with his dad and gets his power, confidence, and trust back. Now he doesn’t have that story about himself anymore. He will have to make some change, whether it’s confronting his addictions and dysfunctional behaviors, leaving a job or a relationship, or saying something he needs to say to somebody. The question for him is, what’s at risk if he doesn’t do that, if he keeps living the way he is right now? 
    

    
              When we run it out to the most probable outcome, it’s never any good. Yet it’s like that old saying, “Better the devil you know than the one you don’t.” There is a certainty to the cost of doing what we’ve been doing. But to create change for ourselves and move forward is the unknown. I may lose my job or my relationship, I may not. I may fail at a new endeavor, I may not. If I look at it honestly though, I get to the point of asking, “What am I losing anyway? And what do I have to gain?” This is where it takes some faith and trust. If we don’t have a connection to something of greater value than our own illusion of comfort and safety, we won’t surrender and make that leap. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      When men have a willingness to jump into the unknown, it brings forth one of the greatest capacities of the Divine Masculine: to stand in the paradox that life is exquisitely beautiful one minute, and totally fucked up the next. To resist, deny, avoid, or reject any side of that equation is to create an imbalance by cutting off a really valuable part of the human experience which can inform everything else. Although it’s our nature to want black-and-white answers so we can be decisive without waffling, the healthiest, most integrated men I know can hold space for both the joy and the terror of life while remaining deeply and visibly grounded in the moment.
    

    
              It reminds me of the story about a beach littered with starfish. A man walks up on another man picking up a starfish and throwing it back in the water. The first guy says, “All these starfish—you really think you’re gonna make a difference?” And the other guy responds, “Well, it makes a difference to this one.” 
    

    
              I personally believe I can hold space for a single precious life while simultaneously acknowledging the helplessness I feel about all the other pain and suffering going on around the world. In that single moment, I can choose to let this one life I am present with represent the totality. I’m praying for 
      all
       the suffering beings, as opposed to feeling overwhelmed and like there is nothing I can possibly do. There may be times when you’re struggling to hold it together and you need to put all your energy and intention into your own immediate situation without taking anything else on. That’s perfectly okay—as long as you keep moving toward a place where you have stuff sorted enough that you’re able to be present for others, because none of us are really separate. To think we stand apart from the pain, suffering, joy, terror, bliss, and beauty in the world, or that we’re not impacted by it, is an illusion.
    

    
              A tangible example of standing in paradox is the tremendous capacity emergency service providers have to perform under pressure in an emotionless way. You can’t say those folks don’t care about others, or that they don’t protect their own lives as well. They’re just able to stay completely responsive to the present moment as opposed to letting their minds run away with fear or anticipation of the future. Instead of feeding into negative possibilities, they’re working to stop the bleeding. This is how we should approach every situation. But if we’re not going to stay present, then we might as well fantasize to win, because that probably has a more beneficial impact than catastrophizing. 
    

    
              As men, we need to have deep roots to withstand all the different forces we will encounter in a lifetime. When I think of what the divine, holy, mature masculine needs to be grounded in, what comes to mind is the earth, the feminine, and the Great Mother. The basis for most people’s sense of safety, comfort, and confidence in the world comes from whether or not they experienced a strong connection to their mother in the most formative years of life. But there is always the opportunity to build that foundation later by sinking roots into this place we came from—Mother Earth—and to which we will one day return. That is part of why I find so much value in the flowering wand as a symbol of earth-centered masculinity and the power in our ancient connection to nature. 
    

    
              Standing in paradox also means balancing humility with ego-strength by recognizing the limit and extent of one’s power. We don’t have control over how the earth rotates around the sun—day and night, winter and summer—but we do have a choice in how we live with that. Do we want to be in attunement with the natural order and cycles in a way that is conducive to our well-being? Can we embrace those aspects of life that are more shadowy, such as old age and death, knowing this will bring us in alignment with forces greater than we are? Everything must go through the darkness of winter in order to be resurrected. Stars are born, they shine their light, then they die and collapse into black holes, and after that nobody knows. We are made of the same stuff, just on a different scale. This should inspire awe and wonder, but also humility and a sense of perspective. 
    

    
              Although each one of us is capable of doing both good and harm, ultimately we are at the mercy of something greater. Even Jesus was powerless over the crown of thorns, the spear in his side, the nails through his hands and feet. But he wasn’t powerless over the decisions he made according to what he had to work with. Knowing the choice was everything, he chose love. That is where ego-strength comes in—we understand that we are drops taken out of the ocean, and therefore reflections of that tremendous power. When we surrender to it, we come into alignment with our true nature. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Are you willing to look at your past experiences, however traumatic they may have been, with the naive, blind faith that there is a divine order and trajectory? Rather than clinging or repelling, can you find that place in the middle—equanimity—where it’s possible to surrender? If you’ve survived and you’re here to talk about it, perhaps you can also gain a sense of agency by saying, “Clearly this is what needed to happen in order for me to get to this moment when I’m ready to choose love.” Once we understand that this human life is like a grain of sand in the bigger picture, it’s natural to feel motivated and inspired to make the best use of it and not mess around being distracted or deceived by our own minds. 
    

    
              There is a story about how the Buddha taught the Dharma to a woman who had lost her only child. She had gone completely insane from grief and was running through the streets naked. But when she came into the Buddha’s compassionate presence, her senses were restored enough that she was able to understand his instructions. “Bring me one mustard seed from a house where nobody has died,” he told her. She was overjoyed thinking he would use the seed to perform a powerful ritual and bring her child back from the dead. So she went from door to door, but although everyone was willing to give her one mustard seed, none of the houses had been spared by death. Suddenly she realized the truth: everyone who is born must die, even my own child. With her mind settled in acceptance, she went back to the Buddha and asked to become his disciple, and later reached enlightenment as a nun. It was through surrendering that what had been her greatest personal tragedy turned into the vehicle for her liberation.  
    

    
              We are all going to face some definitive hardship, and whether it becomes a blessing or a curse is up to us. It can be the dragon that eats us alive, or the dragon we set free to ride on its back. All that really makes the difference is perspective. 
    

    
              But there is another element I need to introduce here which has to do with receiving the gifts and blessings of the hero’s journey. The treasure isn’t going to be revealed to just anybody. The greedy guy who’s out for the gold usually gets scorched by the dragon’s breath. There is a purity of heart that is necessary, and the hero meets success when he understands that honoring the purpose of the quest means using his gifts for the highest good of all concerned. Only then can the arc of his journey culminate in the third and last stage: the return.  
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 9: The Return
    

    
      
    

    
      A defining moment in my history with men’s work came within a year of my first New Warrior retreat. I had come back to staff a weekend, and that Friday afternoon we were getting everything set up. I finished all my duties early, so I decided to make myself busy by sweeping outside the cabin where the certified leaders were staying. Sweeping is really symbolic for me because I always think of it as clearing the path for others, or for whatever needs to arise. It so happened that one of the leaders, Tom Hopwood, walked up and saw me. I’ll never forget his words. He said, “This is servant leadership. You’ve done everything you were supposed to and now you’re taking care of us. How would you like to sleep in the leader cabin?” 
    

    
              It’s hard to fully convey how his invitation made me feel. It’s like he was saying, “Dude, I see you. And we need this. Come sit at the table with us.” The memory still brings tears to my eyes because I see how much it has carried me through my life. This is the kind of recognition all men are hungry for. It fills our tanks so we can go out and fill the tanks of others. 
    

    
              After meeting Tom, I started diving into the idea of servant leadership, especially the work of Stephen Covey, who wrote 
      The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People
      . Covey offers the kind of solid maps and structures that men greatly benefit from having, much like Jordan Peterson did in his bestseller 
      12 Rules for Life
      . Both Covey and Peterson offer simple, clear, actionable instructions which help men go from point A to point B and deal with everything in between. The organization and discipline they provide are as valuable as the principles they point at. But Covey’s book outlines a much more holistic mindset in which success is ultimately measured not by what one gains personally, but by how much everybody is uplifted. Even a global conglomerate needs to be of value to the planet and the environment if it’s to be considered successful. 
    

    
              The concept of servant leadership was originally outlined by Robert K. Greenleaf in his 1970 essay, “The Servant as Leader.” Greenleaf was an AT&T executive who began to question the wisdom of the prevailing style of leadership based on power, control, and domination, so he retired early to found the Greenleaf Center for Servant Leadership. He felt that the instinct to lead should be rooted in a desire to serve others by meeting their needs and helping further their growth and development. The qualities identified in his model are listening, empathy, awareness, healing, stewardship, foresight, conceptualization, community building, persuasion rather than coercion, and valuing people’s intrinsic worth over their tangible contributions.
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              My personal breakthrough to servant leadership was a kind of return, in the language of the hero’s journey. This is when the story comes full circle as the hero reunites with the ordinary world he left at the start of his quest. It’s also a reintegration of the disowned parts of himself which he uncovered through various trials. In movies, this is basically where the story ends. But in real life it’s just the beginning. Only by sharing the treasure does the hero fulfill the true goal of his quest, and this happens after the return. In essence, the hero’s journey is a selfless path. The whole point is to create connection and be of greater value to the whole, so the pearls we find are not to hoard for ourselves. They are to provide nourishment the people are hungry for, including vision, action, direction, leadership, and service. 
    

    
               What is your motivation for setting out on the hero’s journey? Are you just looking for the gold so you can get a better car or attract more women? Is the only reason you want to heal your father wound so that you can have success in your career or your golf game? If so, you don’t have the purity of intention required to be successful. 
    

    
              I think of the Lakota story about White Buffalo Calf Woman. Two young warriors had been sent out to scout for buffalo when they spied a distant figure coming down from the Black Hills. As it came closer, they saw a woman dressed in white buckskin and carrying a bundle of sagebrush. She happened to be very beautiful, and one of the scouts immediately began to sexualize and objectify her. The other young man warned him to stop, saying she was obviously a sacred entity. But the lustful scout didn’t listen. He tried to grab White Buffalo Calf Woman, and suddenly a whirlwind came out of nowhere to consume him—all that remained was a pile of bones at her feet. She then revealed her identity to the remaining scout, who had been able to see her with eyes that represented both a kind of innocence, and the Divine Masculine which is in service to the feminine. White Buffalo Calf Woman told him to go back to his people and prepare them for her coming. The next day she brought the gift of the sacred pipe, and taught the Lakota rituals and ceremonies which would allow them to live skillfully and harmoniously with each other and their environment. 
    

    
              The two men in this story represent the initiatory process, which requires that we kill off the immature little boy in us who is ineffective as an adult in order to grow into something of greater wisdom and skill. But the Divine Masculine is not an event with a finish line we can cross. This path is ongoing, and we will spend the rest of our lives learning how to be better fathers, partners, brothers, sons, friends, and servant-leaders. There is no single return, only a cyclical journey in which we come to each new beginning with more information and greater self-awareness than we had before. That is about hope, and never giving up because we always have the potential to be better men today than we were yesterday. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      I’d like to go back and recap what this model of the hero’s journey has looked like so far. It begins with a deep realization on the cellular level that something is not right. This sense of disconnection with oneself, others, or the universe is a call. Our inner GPS is alerting us that we are out of integrity somewhere, and rather than ignoring those dings—as we may have done for a very long time—we initiate the turn to face our shadow. 
    

    
              At this stage we require reflection from others who can help us see the unconscious parts of ourselves which we have hidden, repressed, and denied. Therapy, recovery, men’s work, or trusted mentors and guides can assist in this ongoing process. We need to explore what we’ve put into shadow, and start keeping as much of that material in conscious awareness as possible so that it doesn’t drive our behavior in unhealthy ways. The whole definition of shadow is that it lies outside our field of vision, yet it’s often obvious to everybody else. So for men, I’ve found that staying on top of our shadow is most successful when we’re in the company of other men who we trust and respect. 
    

    
              The next move is accountability. The bullshit stops and we take 100% ownership of all of our impacts, both intended and unintended. We stop saying things like, “That’s not me, I didn’t really mean it, I had no intentions of harm, etc.” And we start asking the hard questions like, “What have I made more important than my integrity? My selfishness? My fear?” Once we see the carnage that has resulted from all of our unconscious behaviors—especially those that create separation and distance from loved ones—we can start making amends, restoring connections, and resolving to move forward with greater integrity and skill. 
    

    
              The whole point of the initiatory process is to learn a new way of being. Integrity and accountability are the cornerstones of that awakened state. They are the boons we bring back to the people. Love and connection are the byproducts of living in integrity, and accountability is the guardrail which keeps us in check. This is how we come into our authentic power as men. When we stop doing harm and instead choose love, it aligns us with our highest purpose on this planet. 
    

    
              The last stage of the initiatory journey, the return, is all about mission, service, and action in the world. How do we integrate the work we’ve done into our everyday lives? Most of the time this isn’t going to look like 
      Lord of the Rings
      . It’s going to look like coming home and being a better partner, father, family member, or friend. This is where the rubber meets the road on the hero’s journey, because we face the truly vulnerable parts of ourselves with the people we care about most. As long as our relationships are stable enough, we can expect that the bigger the conflict, the greater potential for growth, connection, and intimacy on the other side. This is how families and communities are built.
    

    
              If I were going to break this down as simply as I could, I’d say that the meaning of life is found in the quality and texture of our relationships—to self, others, and the planet. The strength of those connections depends on how conscious, skillful, and loving we are able to be. Yet because of our biological wiring, and the way we are conditioned by environment and experience, our ability to judge the health of our relationships is often seriously impaired. So it’s absolutely critical that we learn to take in feedback without being reactive, defensive, or hostile, because this is the only way we can overcome the limitations and distortions of our own minds.          
    

    
              A big lesson I’ve gotten out of men’s work came from having to listen quietly while men who I’d been sitting in circle with for months, and who’d gotten to know a lot about me, shared their honest truth about what they saw. I heard what they didn’t like about me, what they didn’t trust about me, and I had to manage everything that came up for me around that. Because of my codependent nature, I’m constantly basing my feelings on others, and I don't do well when people aren’t happy with me. But eventually I gained two key pieces. One was to not take things personally because most criticisms are projections from other people. And the other was that I can trust those who hand it to me straight more than I can those who don’t. I miss a lot due to my own limited perspective, so I need honest reflection from others in order to correct those blind spots. 
    

    
              One of the most difficult things for anyone to gauge is the difference between their intentions and how they are actually showing up. I may think I’m doing all the right things, but if no one’s talking to me and I’ve got a bunch of DUIs, I need to weigh my perception of myself against reality. That’s where it’s vital to have a men’s circle, a therapist, a good pastor, or some other source of reflection. How we see ourselves is often very different from how others see us. There have been many times when I’ve taken personality tests, checking all the boxes that I thought described me, only to share the results with someone who said, “That is not you.” I think that could be true for everybody. 
    

    
               The old saying “The road to hell is paved with good intentions” speaks to the fact that what we hope to impart is often very different from how we actually land on others. Although we may believe we’ve done enough to create intimacy and connection, that might not be the other person’s experience. Let’s say my partner tells me that every time I leave the toilet seat up and she goes to the bathroom in the middle of the night, when she hits that cold porcelain it feels like I really don’t care about her, and that’s why she wakes up cranky in the morning. If I don’t take that bit of information and do something with it, I’ve pretty much got a recipe for disaster. But if I see it as a chance to fine-tune my behaviors, the relationship will likely thrive. 
    

    
              We all make up stories about why other people treat us the way they do, usually boiling down to “they just don’t care” or “they don’t love me enough.” For men it might be the same formula with different variables: “If my wife really loved me, we’d be having more sex.” Not saying anything about those feelings and walking around pissed off will result in an even greater lack of intimacy. But having check-ins to express our emotions and gauge how our behavior is affecting others will allow us to live in a more connected, awakened state. 
    

    
              One of the things I often tell men before leaving retreats is that when they go home, they should try to just be quiet and listen. When their partners start calling out their behaviors, they can practice saying, “You know, I discovered a lot of things about myself that you knew all along. You have been begging me to do something about these things, and you were right. I just didn’t realize it before. But now that I know they are there, I am working on them.”   
    

    
              I may be extremely clear about my mission to show up as a kind, gentle, understanding person. But the best metric is whether I’m actually getting the desired results of that in my relationships. For example, it’s very important for me to believe that I’m a loving father. Yet I’ve learned that what’s 
      more
       important is for my children to feel well-loved by me. I can do all the things that I think should make my kids feel cared for, but that may not be their reality if other things I’m doing unconsciously are harming the relationship. 
    

    
              This is what being part of a men’s circle, a support group, or a community is all about—we get immediate feedback on how we’re showing up, from people we trust to hand it to us straight. How we interpret that feedback depends on our skillset and level of maturity. It’s easy to say “Oh, he’s just being an asshole to me because he’s jealous or pissed off,” when in fact that person is offering a valid reflection of unintended impact. But again, when we have a growth mindset, we’ll see this as valuable data that can be used to upgrade our operating systems and make us more effective. 
    

    
              This works both ways in the sense that we also need to be able to take in the positive projections from others, which might make us equally uncomfortable. Sometimes I’ll get a call from a guy I haven’t heard from in ten years and he’ll say, “Man, I know we haven’t been in relationship. But I’m going through a rough spot and I’d like to hear your perspective because you’ve made a huge impact on me.” When I hear that, I feel this kind of tension inside, like he should really be calling someone else. It’s funny how the mind works—even the good stuff can be hard to hear. But positive feedback is just another mechanism for calibrating our actions and behaviors. 
    

    
              Every single organism on the planet must receive and respond to feedback in order to thrive. We are no different. Yet one of the biggest obstacles men face around this is lack of humility. We have such an immense capacity to defend, deflect, diminish, and dismiss others, mostly out of ego and fragile masculinity. The misperception that our value is tied to getting everything right and never being vulnerable causes us to feel averse to the discomfort of knowing we’ve been wrong. But owning up to one’s failures or inadequacies isn’t admitting defeat—it’s a demonstration of strength, integrity, and commitment. We need to be able to say to our loved ones, “You’re right, what I did was unconscious and unskillful.” Then the next move—which is really simple, but so difficult for guys—is to say, “What can I do to make up for it?” 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The currency for men in this culture is performance, so our self-esteem is tied to external metrics. We think that as long as we check the boxes, that’s all we have to do to get love and respect. We don’t want to engage in the emotional work with our partners, children, and families. I'm thinking about the stereotypical caricature of men who prioritize work over authentic connection. They overidentify with how much money they’re making, and all the ways they benefit from that, and they feel a constant need to be affirmed for bringing home the bacon. Then they’re really confused when it backfires. They come back to their big house, their cars, and their kids who have everything, but nobody’s giving them any respect. They get angry and say, “After all I’ve done for you!” But in reality they’ve been a ghost, or worse, an asshole. 
    

    
              This can be a huge disconnect for men. Basing our worth on performance may have worked when humans were surviving by the skin of our teeth, but we now live in a world that’s not so dependent on us. Women are enrolling and graduating from college at higher rates,
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       getting more advanced degrees than men,
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       and increasing their presence in higher-paying jobs which were traditionally male-dominated. Although women earn just 82% of what their male counterparts do across the labor force,
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       men are still feeling lost and threatened. All too often, the response is to retreat into toxic ideologies based on misogyny and oppression. A healthy alternative would be to lean into our connective, relational capacities so that we can add value for our loved ones in other ways. 
    

    
              Yet for most guys, the easy part seems to be the battlefield. The difficult part is often coming home to our partner and children, because we have been seduced by this ideology that when we put meat on the table we ought to hear what all men crave: the Attaboy. “Great job, honey. You’re doing amazing. You’re the man.” Instead we come home and it’s “Honey, can you take out the trash? Can you feed the kids?” And we’re thinking, “What the hell? I just came back from slaying lions! I’m wearing the lion coat, look at me.” Or sometimes we are full of bullet holes and bleeding, and all we want is to unload on our partner or sit in front of the TV with a beer and not be fucked with.  
    

    
              It can be a huge challenge to integrate these two ways of being, the lion-slayer and the family man. I sometimes suggest little rituals to help with this, like when men come home they should immediately take off their shoes, then go the sink and wash their hands. This is a symbolic act to remind them that they are crossing a threshold, just as they would in a church or temple, so they need to cleanse themselves and leave all that dirt outside. 
    

    
              Being a good family man is not about perfection and doing everything right all the time. It’s about acknowledging when we are out of integrity—which eventually we will be somewhere—then managing that skillfully. Once we understand this, we can move away from fragile, fear-based, performance-driven masculinity, and embrace the true strength and power that comes from accountability. 
    

    
              Oftentimes we are out of integrity because of shadow, but that’s not always the case. There’s an example I like to give which any working father would understand. Let’s say it’s your child’s dance recital or little league world series, but your boss calls and says, “I need you. If you don’t come, you’re going to lose your job.” Do you put your family at risk by choosing the recital or the little league game? Or do you disappoint your children and say yes to your boss? Whichever way you go, there’s going to be a cost. But that’s not really the point—the point is whether you restore the connection. You can go into shadow and tell your kid to get over it, which is most likely a reenactment of how you were wounded as a child. Or you can comply with your job but make it up to your kid in a clear, actionable way by taking them to Disneyland or on a camping trip because that’s been their dream forever. The manner in which you respond, and whether you’re bringing the best version of yourself to bear on an untenable situation, is what determines whether or not you are in integrity. 
    

    
              It would be unreasonable to expect that we are going to live in integrity 100% of the time, though certainly it’s possible much of the time, in the areas that are most important to us. Experiences in which we find ourselves out of integrity are not something to be ashamed of. They are opportunities to develop maturity, which ideally we would embrace. 
    

    
              It goes back to the analogy I gave of muscle-building: our integrity grows stronger every time it breaks down and we make a conscious effort to rebuild it. This often happens in circumstances of conflict, so learning to engage in healthy conflict is critical to maintaining our integrity and connection with loved ones. Unfortunately, this is not something most of us are ever taught. But with effort and a little faith and trust, we can learn to navigate conflict in a way that strengthens our relationships rather than damaging them. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      One of the greatest gifts I have gotten out of men’s work is the recognition that some of my deepest, most sincere relationships start off in great conflict. Initially, when men would come at me during retreats, I would take it all on and feel really ashamed. But once I started being accountable and owning those parts of myself, the pattern shifted. Over time I learned a valuable lesson: these guys wanted something from me which they hadn’t gotten, so this was my opportunity to make them feel seen and valued. I was able to just smile on the inside knowing that by the end of the weekend we would all be in a big puppy pile of love and joy.
    

    
               I remember a particular instance with a man who I met on a Warrior weekend. Jeff was the head of a whole fire department, a 6’4” badass with piercing blue eyes who was so handsome he looked like a Power Ranger. He had come back to staff a weekend after doing his own retreat, and he called me out in a meeting for saying one thing then changing horses midstream. This is a guy who’s big on integrity, because in his line of work when someone doesn’t do what they say they’re going to do, people die. I tried to explain my reasoning, but he kept pushing and I could see there was something else going on. Finally I asked, “Does this remind you of anybody?” And he goes, “Oh yeah, my dad did this shit.” 
    

    
              In that instant I knew this was bigger than both of us. Not only did I remind him of someone who had caused him pain and suffering, but that same person was someone he dearly loved and looked up to. I thought, “Oh man, he’s got some negative father projections on me—this is going to be great.” But Jeff took it in a completely different direction. There were four guys holding him back because he wanted to tear me apart. Yet I knew this was about a desire for connection that had been lost or broken in some way, and that I had a choice in how to respond. Jeff and I ended up becoming dear friends. 
    

    
              Experiences like these have helped me reframe my whole perception of conflict. Whatever triggered the other person about me may be completely true in that I haven’t been entirely congruent or aligned in my behavior. Yet what seems like a personal attack is actually just a reflection of loss, betrayal, or disconnection on their end. The more intense the attack, the greater their desire to feel seen, loved, and held. Because I’ve worked all that stuff in myself, I can see it for what it is and choose to respond consciously in a way that creates meaningful connection. 
    

    
              When conflict arises in our relationships, we should lean in as opposed to running out of fear that it’s going to be painful and harmful, because successful resolution will create greater intimacy and a stronger bond. I am reminded again of Elizabeth Gilbert’s paradigm, “What would love have me do right now?” The answer will always be to respond with more humility and less ego, defensiveness, and posturing. That means accepting constructive feedback about how we’re landing on people, then using proven tools and formulas to help us take ownership of our unconscious actions and unintended impacts. Rather than going into immature shadow mode, we need to manage that wounded little boy in us who wants to tell the other person to fuck off, and find a way to restore connection. 
    

    
              Sometimes we hang onto anger and resentment because that feels easier than opening up and risking getting hurt. But when we withhold love and affection thinking it’s going to even the score, that is even more destructive to our own souls than the feeling of not being loved ourselves. It’s painful to not be loved by somebody, but I think there’s a more profound pain in knowing we have love to give but are choosing not to do so. This often shows up for people on their deathbeds when they wish they had been kinder and more caring to those close to them, and spent less time doing things that lead to disconnection. For people who feel they’ve never been loved, I always ask if they have a sense of what they’re missing. They invariably say they do, which I offer as proof that they have the capacity to give love, because if they can identify what it is, then they have love somewhere inside them. 
    

    
              Again, the return is all about coming full circle to reunite with what we separated from at the start of our journey. On a core level, we are returning to love and connection. All of us are born knowing what love tastes and feels like. Remember the story of the orphanages where all the babies died because no one cuddled them? If we weren’t given at least a basic form of love by our caregivers as babies, we wouldn’t be alive.
    

    
              Love is also complicated and messy. Our desire for intimacy and connection is often in competition with the part us that wants to be authentic and transparent. This conflict starts in very early childhood. Although humans have an innate need for self-expression, as children we also have a very real dependence on the love of our caregivers for survival. If we see that certain behaviors displease our caregivers—even if it’s just because they’re busy, stressed, or triggered—we learn to suppress our authenticity for the sake of connection. Later as adults, this conflict is replayed when we feel we have to choose between being true to ourselves and being loved by others. 
    

    
              It’s a fine line which takes a lot of finesse to walk. Sometimes we withhold critical information about ourselves for fear of being rejected. This results in a lack of integrity which makes us untrustworthy. Other times we might feel the need to be completely honest with somebody. But it takes a lot of maturity to discern whether that impulse is about being true and congruent, or if our words will only hurt the other person. This is where it’s helpful to have some kind of ritualized space in which to do a little reflection before vomiting something out when we’re upset and our thinking is clouded, because not having a filter or pause button is immature.
    

    
              The way we maintain our sense of self in proximity to others—especially during times of conflict—can be summarized by one of three words: independence, codependence, or interdependence. Independence is too detached, codependence is too enmeshed, and interdependence is the healthy, balanced center we should strive for. 
    

    
              Being overly independent could look like making ourselves unavailable, hanging onto blame, or rejecting the other person by refusing to acknowledge their experience. Codependence is getting overwhelmed by the story, taking on someone’s else pain, and losing our own boundaries. In either case, 
      our discomfort makes us want to change the person’s behavior, either by shutting it down or trying to fix it.
    

    
              Interdependence means remaining balanced, stable, and integrated so that we can respond from a more neutral position. Rather than being reactive when the other person is upset, we’re able to be curious and constructive by saying things like, “Are you open to looking at this from another perspective?” or “I hear you and that sounds really difficult. What can I do to support you?” 
    

    
              I’d like to talk about my own arc here. I grew up witnessing the power dynamic between my dad and his mother, as well as my dad and my mother. He would often shrink and freeze during conflict, or he would disconnect and isolate. Other times he’d blow up when he finally had enough. In my own relationships, I have seen myself cycle through all three of those reactions. I went through a phase in which I would pull the sheets over my head and say “I’m not doing this” whenever things got really bad with my wife. That always sent her over the edge because she was used to intense engagement, so my flight response triggered a feeling of abandonment. Later I went through a period of being overinflated and having temper tantrums, which was equally detrimental to the relationship. 
    

    
              Eventually I learned to find the middle path of interdependence by being aware of my impulses toward fight, flight, or freeze in really challenging situations. Now instead of becoming hostile and aggressive, or collapsing into the victim, I try to remain “right-sized.” This simply means staying focused and present to my loved one with an open tender heart. I know that I have achieved some semblance of equilibrium when I can respond to whatever is coming at me with, “I’m here and available. What do you need from me right now?” Often by the time I get to that point, whoever I’m engaging with is so volatile and disturbed that I have to ask the question a couple of times. And their answer might be, “I need you to go fuck yourself,” in which case I try to find a little humor in the situation. But there’s always something underneath that response. Usually the person just needs to feel safe, seen, and heard.  
    

    
              If we’re triggered by the material that somebody else is bringing up for us, chances are we’re not going to be very effective. But when we’re aware of how activated we are and our own inner process around that, there’s a lot more creativity available to us in terms of how we respond. I’m thinking of the story of the wandering Japanese mercenary, the ronin, who was seeking to avenge his master’s death. He spent his whole life tracking down the killer, and one day he finally found him. He was getting ready to cut his head off when the guy spit in his face. The ronin drew back with an extra bit of mustard on it—but suddenly he caught himself. He knew that striking in anger would both diminish himself and contaminate his purpose of setting things right. It wasn’t supposed to be about personal vengeance, but loyalty and devotion to something greater. So he sheathed his sword and let the guy go for another ten years until he could track him down again. That is the ability to stand in paradox, in both light and dark, with consciousness, clarity, and equanimity. 
    

    
              I might feel like I have every right to lash out because of how the other person hurt me, but that is not always the most effective action. Making the choice to do something different, like show mercy, isn’t a sign of weakness—it’s a demonstration of strength. Remember how Arthur gives up Excalibur and exposes his throat to the enemy? When he gets the sword back in his hands, he’s that much more powerful, and that much safer in how he wields it. He is a man who can be trusted.
    

    
              It’s easy to go into the warrior and say “Fuck everybody,” then pick up a sword and start whacking people. But that is unsustainable and ultimately leads to isolation. On the other hand, it takes a tremendous amount of humility to surrender our stories and hear from others how we have fallen short, if not outright failed and done harm by creating disconnection rather than deeper, more authentic relationships. Yet one also has to have a solid sense of self and a fairly intact, right-sized ego to be able to take ownership for those failures and missteps. Without healthy self-esteem, we are at the mercy of others, as well as of our own limited understanding. 
    

    
              Skillful navigation of conflict also means knowing when to take a step back. It may be better to say nothing at all when we’re really cooking. In 12-step recovery programs, the acronym HALT (hungry, angry, lonely, tired) is used to remind people of common triggers which might send them back into their addictions. This is equally relevant in any situation where we find ourselves getting overwhelmed and at risk of causing harm. We can’t always believe what we think, feel, and see. The simple variables of how well we are fed and hydrated can create real distortion in our perceptions, so we may need to just take a moment and pause everything—our interactions with others, and even how we’re engaging with our own minds. Once our basic needs have been met, we can address the situation with a more balanced perspective.
    

    
              Most people are familiar with the term “hangry” to describe a state of irritation that happens simply because of a drop in blood sugar. Have you ever lashed out or escalated a conflict, only to later realize you were just hungry? I think most of us have done this at some point. There was a study that measured aggression between couples and correlated it with low blood glucose. Participants were taught how to measure their own blood sugar, then given voodoo dolls with instructions to stick pins in them each night according to how angry they were with their spouses. They were also asked to play a video game in which the winner had the option to blast their partner with extremely loud, harsh noises. The result: people with the lowest blood glucose levels stuck twice as many pins into their voodoo dolls as those with the highest blood glucose. And the lower the sugar, the likelier people were to inflict pain on their spouses with horrible noises.
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              The headline here is that when our brains are not functioning properly, it leads to skewed perspectives which, when left unchecked, cause destructive behaviors. Something as simple as eating a snack before a difficult conversation can contribute so much to the health of our relationships. We may also need to wait for the other person to get to a place where they’re ready to engage. People’s timelines are different—for some it’s ten minutes, for others it’s two weeks or two years. What’s important is the agreement to come back to it when the dust settles, because you can only sidestep around these things for so long. 
    

    
              I also like to remind myself in a conflict that whatever the other person’s experience may be, it looks incredibly painful, so I try to have compassion and empathy. That can be a bit condescending if I’m not careful, so it’s an ongoing practice to right-sized about it. When I start judging someone else’s actions, I remember that there is arrogance in the idea that I could possibly know what is right and what is wrong, or that simply because I label and condemn their behavior it becomes law. My kids tell me all the time that just because I believe something, that doesn’t make it so. Even though there might be some truth to my judgment on a higher plane somewhere, it’s okay to not be certain and have a little humility. Otherwise I’m doing the very thing I always caution people against, which is to project onto others based on my own limitations and programming rather than being more curious about the stories I make up. 
    

    
              I can easily claim that something does not feel right for me based on my own inner GPS, then make choices accordingly without saying someone else is bad. I think of the poet Rumi, who wrote, “Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing, there is a field. I'll meet you there.” What he meant was that if we can let go of our attachments to who is right and who is wrong, we will find it easier to live in love and connection. 
    

    
              It’s also helpful to remember that when someone is attempting to inflict suffering on us by saying or doing cruel things, that is just an indication of the pain they’re in. Only hurt people hurt people. Once we recognize that, it changes our response from retribution and vindictiveness to compassion and understanding. Depersonalizing the situation this way helps take the ego out of it. It allows us to live in love rather than fear, which is what the return is all about.
    

    
              It’s only when we feel seen, heard, respected, and appreciated that energy can move smoothly between us. I love the simple power of the Hawaiian Hoʻoponopono prayer: “I’m sorry. Please forgive me. Thank you. I love you.” When all else fails and nothing more is available to us, those few words can bring so much healing to a relationship. Yet for men especially, finding the grace, humility, and vulnerability to make such a prayer does not come easily. We may go on entire hero’s journeys and slay armies of demons just to learn this one simple move. 
    

    
              Once we’ve mastered it, however, our power grows exponentially. With the return, we learn to surrender our egos and put ourselves in the service of others. This is how we fulfill our truest and most noble purpose: embodiment of the Divine Masculine. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 10: Divine Masculine
    

    
      
    

    
      Throughout my journey, I’ve been blessed to know so many wise, powerful, wholehearted men who I’ve had on a pedestal as icons of the Divine Masculine. Their commitment to making the world a better place has inspired my own mission and service as I strive to emulate the nobility I see in them. Men typically don’t come into this kind of generative, sovereign energy until later in life, when they reach maturity through a culmination of so many initiations and returns. That has certainly been the case for me. 
    

    
              Although the Divine Masculine is not something we ever definitively arrive at, there can be moments when our embodiment of this energy is clear and palpable. For me that happened when my first biological grandson was born. I had already been a grandfather for a while—my wife Tina has four grandchildren, all of whom call me Grampy—but holding my daughter’s baby for the first time brought a new awareness of the perfection in how everything had come together to create this moment. 
    

    
              The timing was interesting because it was the four-year anniversary of my father’s death. Tina and I had gone to Houston to get my parents’ ashes out of storage and bring them to our ranch in Idaho, so I had the ashes with me when I met my grandson. In that moment, I felt a line of energy moving through my grandfather, to my father, to me, to my son, daughter, and grandson. My sense was that a lot of things had come to be because of who I’ve been as a man, and that this lineage of the Divine Masculine was responsible for creating something precious on a tangible, physical level. It was patriarchal in the ideal sense of the word. 
    

    
              The connection I feel to my ancestors is stronger now than it’s ever been. I think that has to do with being 64 and going through my own crisis or mortality. Time is of the essence, so part of my job now is to sift through and separate the things that are important, which ultimately have to do with the quality and texture of my relationships to the people who are most important to me. Although I get a pang of sadness when I think how my parents aren’t alive to meet their great-grandchild, I know they are still with us. They’re always watching, and all I have to do to have a conversation with them is go inside. 
    

    
              This alignment of intergenerational energy means that each of us is able to do a bit more and provide a bit better for those who come behind us. It is an expression of gratitude to pass the support I got from my ancestors on to my descendants. When I hold my grandson, my daughter, and my son-in-law, I know that it’s not only my duty, but part of who I am as a man to take care of them. I can say wholeheartedly and without reservation, “I am here for you. Whatever you need I will do my best to provide. That is my job. It’s what I’m built for and why I am here.” For them to see and acknowledge that, and for me to know they are buoyed and lifted by it, is a precious gift to us all. They are able to do more because they have my support behind them. 
    

    
              This is the essence of the Divine Masculine—to protect, provide, and be of service to life in all its forms. There is no more direct expression of that than caring for one’s children and grandchildren. But it’s also important to care for the environment they’re growing up in. I have a great deal of concern about the world they will inherit and the messed-up reality they’re stepping into. I also know that I’m doing what I can to try and change things for the better. Again, this is about servant leadership and using our gifts for the highest good of all concerned. If we don’t do that, we are not honoring our purpose as men. To truly stand in the Divine Masculine, we have to be willing to shoulder the responsibility of caring for others—not through power, control, and domination, but in partnership, interdependence, and love. That is the essence of what this book and this journey are about. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      When we return from the hero’s journey with the gift of Divine Masculinity, we gain the ability to channel so many healthy expressions as a man. I call this having range. We are multi-faceted beings, and different parts of us get activated by the people and situations we encounter, often without our conscious awareness. But when we become more skillful at accessing these parts of ourselves intentionally, it gives us the ability to dial into whatever energy is necessary and beneficial in the moment. 
    

    
              Early on in this book, I mentioned the four principle masculine archetypes: king, warrior, magician, and lover. Archetypes are just one lens through which to view human behavior patterns, but they are a very useful one because they reveal universal tendencies and motivations. Each of the four has a mature expression and an imbalanced shadow side. We will embody all of them at some point, including the shadow versions. But having range means knowing how to access these archetypal energies intentionally, deploy them effectively, and bring them into balance. 
    

    
              The king is of primal importance to men as it unifies all the other three, though it’s not typically accessed until later in life. In its fullness, this archetype is about stewardship, servant-leadership, and putting the greater good before one’s own immediate needs. Examples include King Arthur, Abraham Lincoln, Moses, and Chief Joseph. The mature king is a patriarch in the best sense of the word. He has stepped out of his ego and learned to identify with his role in caring for others, knowing his decisions have an impact far beyond himself and that his own welfare is intimately connected to those around him. The king and the land are one. 
    

    
              King Arthur’s mentor, ally, and source of wisdom was the wizard Merlin who lived in the forest and knew how to work with the spirits of nature. He honored the old gods of sun, rain, fertility, and all the things necessary to keep the crops and animals healthy for people’s sustenance and survival. Arthur was connected intimately to the land through Merlin, and he embodied the flowering wand as much as he did the sword. In modern politics, however, it’s not about the land, the people, the wisdom, or the connections. It’s about corporate interests and monetizing the land for the benefit of a few. Earlier models contained an inherent belief that the plants, rocks, animals, water, and air were alive and had their own right to exist unspoiled and unconquered. Rather than resources to be exploited, they were considered integral strands of the web of life. There was really no distinction between the health and wellbeing of the land and of our own individual bodies. 
    

    
              A man fulfills the king archetype when he understands his role as a generative, abundant, capable leader who takes an active responsibility in the wellbeing of those around him. Shadow king, on the other hand, brings destruction to himself and others. There are two extremes to the shadow side of each archetype: active and passive. On the active pole of the king is the tyrant, whose overidentification with sovereign energy results in controlling and micromanaging others out of fear. This is the narcissistic dictator, the authoritarian boss, the abusive husband and father. At the opposite end of the spectrum is the weak, ineffective king who lacks self-confidence and the ability to take strong action. This is usually the result of young men having been told they would never amount to anything. Part of the king’s function is to bless others, but in our culture young men rarely receive loving attention from older men despite being so hungry for it. 
    

    
              The warrior is perhaps the most instantly recognizable archetype, as popular culture is full of them: Luke Skywalker, Knights of the Round Table, Geronimo, Shaka Zulu, Rambo, William Wallace. Then there are the spiritual warriors: Jesus, Buddha, Shiva, Mohammed. The warrior is bold, decisive, energetic, disciplined, persevering, and loyal to something greater than himself. He helps us overcome our fears and challenges, and spurs us into action. The warrior is also detached, a trait we can invoke at times when we need to be effective without falling apart emotionally. 
    

    
              Lack of warrior energy results in cowardly behavior, victimhood, and a feeling of powerlessness. Too much warrior energy leads to perpetration and cruelty. The prevalence of abusive, violent behavior in our society has made many people, particularly women, uncomfortable with this archetype. But when channeled appropriately, warrior is always about making the world safer for everyone. Ultimately, the warrior deals with boundaries, whether claiming, maintaining, defending, or transgressing. The victim-perpetrator-rescuer dynamic lies entirely in this quadrant.  
    

    
              The lover archetype is men’s access to the feminine. It's the source of our creativity, innocence, spontaneity, joy, and connection. All types of love fall in this quarter, from sexual and romantic love, to brotherly and spiritual love, to biophilia, which is a love for life and all living things. Dionysus, the ancient Greek god of sex, wine, and women, is a standout of the lover archetype. But so is your favorite artist or musician who exemplifies creativity and connection to the muse. Another embodiment of this archetype is the faithful sidekick who devotes himself to the hero. Lover energy is sensitive, sensual, empathetic, interested in experiencing union, and able to truly feel emotions and experiences with the purity and wholeness of the inner Golden Child who hasn’t yet been wounded. 
    

    
              Accessing lover is about letting our little boy out to play in a healthy way. When that is denied, the tender, innocent part of us dries up and the shadow side manifests in either of two ways. One is the impotent lover, an impenetrable stoic who feels nothing and walks around like a robot or a ghost. The other is the addicted lover who is so overwhelmed by emotion that he seeks escape through substances, sex, and all sorts of risky behaviors which create an alternative but very toxic and ineffective connection to the divine. When properly balanced, however, lover is connected in all the right ways—to partner, family, work, nature, and the cosmos—so that we can experience life wholeheartedly. 
    

    
              The magician is the keeper of knowledge and the master of technologies. He understands the dynamics at play in any given situation, and he works behind the scenes to channel and contain energies for a better outcome. Think Merlin, Gandalf, and Obi Wan Kanobi. Always a keen observer, the magician’s discernment makes him adept at dealing with shadow—those things which are not in conscious awareness. The magician move in a man’s life is to pull back and see the situation from 30,000 feet, then decide which archetypes to bring in. What actions might I need to take as the warrior, or what boundaries do I need to set? How can the lover keep me connected? From the king’s quarter, what is the best course of action for all concerned? The magician is working with the recipe, and he knows how to call in support where it’s needed. 
    

    
              Shadow magician manifests on the active pole as the mad scientist who just wants to blow things up and use his powers for evil. This particular imbalance of magician energy is at work in the threat of nuclear holocaust, environmental destruction, and wars of disinformation which seek to manipulate people for unrighteous ends. On the opposite pole, passive shadow magician displays a lack of cognitive reasoning and a juvenile tendency to live in fantasy. These are the guys playing video games in the basement and escaping into cosplay or online personas rather than engaging with real life. Only when magician is in balance can we see clearly and act effectively for the greater good.  
    

    
              All four archetypes need to be brought into balance for a man to move into the fullness of the Divine Masculine. Of course, we will never reach perfection of any one archetype, much less all four together. There will always be times when we slip into the shadow sides, perhaps even bouncing between the active and passive poles until we find our way back to a healthy center. Navigating the four quadrants is a little like being on a sailboat in the ocean. You may know where your true north is, but you still have to tack this way or that to stay on course. You might need a little more warrior and a bit less lover, or you might need to balance king with magician. If strong action is required, tap into the warrior. If you need to get some advice and do some reflecting, that’s the magician move. If it’s time to take charge of your life and your decisions, channel the king. If prioritizing your relationships is what’s called for, go into the lover. 
    

    
              To illustrate how all four archetypes function together in harmony, let’s take the example of a football coach. He is primarily channeling warrior, which is all about action, discipline, and training. But he also needs to balance that with lover energy by putting a little jam on guys’ toast. He has to strategize, run plays, and have a game plan, which is magician thinking. And he needs king energy to lead the charge. The king is the one giving the locker room talk before the battle, reminding his men that they’re doing this for everyone, a lot of people sacrificed for them to be here, and the town really needs the win right now. 
    

    
              In my own experience, I have found it helpful to remember that I can draw from all four archetypes at will when navigating difficult situations. With enough practice, that process can even happen quickly on the fly. These energies are present in all of us, biologically imprinted on the human psyche. For example, even gay men who consider themselves very effeminate and want nothing to do with masculinity as it’s expressed in our culture need a certain amount of warrior energy to face the constant threat to their way of being. If they didn't have the strength and endurance personified by the warrior, they wouldn't survive. On the other hand, some young men are afraid of exerting any kind of warrior energy because they’ve been exposed to the idea that men are bad and dangerous, and they don’t want to be labeled a perpetrator. But pushing this energy underground is dangerous and can lead to all kinds of shadowy behavior. It’s important that men learn to embody warrior in a healthy way by tempering it with the other three archetypes so they can be strong, confident, and powerful as well as respectful, compassionate, and loving. 
    

    
              The shadow sides of these archetypes give rise to the types of behaviors broadly termed “toxic masculinity.” Actually, these traits are immature, undeveloped aspects of the masculine psyche which await transformation. That doesn’t mean it’s okay to condone harm by saying “boys will be boys.” It means that certain patterns, which are developmentally appropriate for young boys, need to be built upon and transmuted into the mature adult versions. Otherwise we end up with “man-babies,” which I would characterize as adult males who act like spoiled children. They are arrogant, egomaniacal, destructive, and completely limited in their capacity for self-regulation. Rather than taking accountability, they play the victim and blame everybody else. They don’t recognize either their power to do harm or their power to do good, and they couldn’t care less about setting a positive example for younger men. It's all about them.
    

    
              There is nothing more dangerous and disappointing than a man-baby. And we have a lot of them showing up these days. In ancient and traditional societies, initiation rites served to usher boys into the next phase of life when they would take on all the privileges and responsibilities of men. Elders were there to guide the development of their consciousness from the immature to the mature archetypes. In modern society, however, we have lost these initiatory experiences and elders are largely missing from boys’ lives. As a result, many men are stuck in immature boy consciousness, making them more likely to act out the shadow sides of the archetypes. We can see this in the glaring examples of gang warfare, rape culture, and the dark world of online hate groups, as well as in our irresponsible political leaders and corporate honchos who act solely for their own benefit. The shadow masculine is also at work in the less obvious dynamics of men who don’t know how to relate to women, feel disempowered on their jobs, are ashamed of their own masculinity, or feel the need to defend what they believe in through violence. Reclamation and exploration of the sacred male archetypes will help us grow out of those immature behaviors and level up to the best possible versions of ourselves.
       
      
        [97]
      
        
    

    
              We can also seek these energies through connection with other men. I have what I call a “court of support” comprised of individuals who embody each of the four archetypes in powerful ways. I have somebody who I see as a king or sovereign with a lot of blessing energy. I have a warrior who is all about mission and action. I have a guy in the magician quarter who envisions all the creative possibilities and can challenge and advise me. And I have the man who is more of a lover and can encourage me or just hold me when I need to grieve. In fact, I’m fortunate to have several choices in each quadrant, and even some really incredible men who can tap into all four as necessary. 
    

    
              I also find it very helpful to have a court of support for the Divine Feminine in my life, women in this or that quarter who can hold their own archetypal energies for me. There is always going to come a point where we can’t do it alone. In fact, I don't know a single man who hasn’t needed the support of others to keep his life sorted. The idea that we have to do this alone, or that we are alone, is what’s killing men. Moving away from these harmful constructs of masculinity is much easier when we know what we are moving towards—and the four archetypes lay that out so clearly. The man who learns to integrate all of them becomes something truly greater than the sum of his parts. He becomes a paragon of the Divine Masculine whose influence ripples out to so many others.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      If a man has any concept of legacy, he will look at his life in its entirety as necessarily having an impact on the world. Ask yourself, is it even possible to exist at all without touching the lives of others? Divine Masculinity is knowing our own power, and bearing the responsibility of every single action we take leaving its mark on someone else. 
    

    
              Think about the men who’ve had a big influence on you, whether positive or negative. Each of them has left a legacy—intentionally or unintentionally—which lives inside you. I go back to the quote from Robert Bly about how there are only two ways for older men to be in relationship with young men. One is a blessing, the other is a curse. But when I consider all the guys I’ve heard talk about the lasting impact of never feeling seen or valued by the men they looked up to, I would add a third: indifference. This is a passive rather than an active role, but it’s still a curse. 
    

    
              There are plenty of fathers who provide all the creature comforts but are emotionally and energetically unavailable. And there are plenty of boys and men who had everything they needed on the physical level, but are carrying the wound of never having felt seen or like they were good enough for their father. This is a little different than the guys who think that being a good dad is about preparing their kids for how bad it is out there by being incredibly tough on them. That’s an active curse versus the passive one of indifference. But either way, it’s important to consider this concept of generativity and whether we’re adding to younger men’s pain and suffering, or to their sense of wholeness and completeness. That is the blessing or the curse. 
    

    
              As adult males, we are going to encounter men younger than us, or maybe even close to our age, who have immature, undeveloped parts of themselves and are seeking growth through human connection and being recognized as worthy and precious. This is an opportunity to provide what I call father’s milk. One of the greatest miracles of life that I can think of is how a woman turns blood into milk. When I use the term father’s milk, I’m referring to a similar alchemical process. Through our own awakening and expansion of consciousness, we transform what oftentimes has been our greatest pain and suffering into something that bears real fruit: the ability to touch another person’s life and change them for the better. That’s father’s milk—using our own strength to bless and nourish someone else.  
    

    
              This kind of legacy can be even more impactful than the typical picture we have of a man providing for his family. The archetypal role of fathering is a broad umbrella which includes having biological kids, being a stepfather or an uncle, or simply mentoring and guiding others. In all these relationships, a big part of the masculine ideal is to be a provider. But let’s unpack what it really means to provide. It’s not just about safety, security, a roof, and food on the table. It also means providing the necessary ingredients for someone to have greater self-confidence and trust in the world. We all need to know that our highest nature is seen, recognized, and blessed, otherwise we won’t have the solid foundation we need to face all the challenges of life. So we’re talking spiritual nutrition here, which is every bit as important as the material. 
    

    
              And what about our daughters? Where are the male role models who don’t make them feel uncomfortable because of some weird sexual energy? How many men do they have in their lives growing up who make them feel seen and safe? What qualities would a man like that possess? What do we need to model for young girls so that as adults they choose healthy relationships rather than acting out of the wounds inflicted on them by shadowy men? These are the deeper questions for me when it comes to providing. Because men aren’t just raising young men, they’re raising young women too—it takes a family and a village. For all the reasons it’s important that boys have responsible, grown-ass men around, it’s important for young girls too. 
    

    
              There’s no better reference point for what it means to provide than your own experience. Who are the men you got something from—coaches, teachers, uncles—and who are the ones you didn’t but wish you had? What did they give you and what didn’t they give? What would you have liked to receive more of, and what is something you got but wish you never had? These are the greatest indicators of how you can be of service through impact and legacy as a man. 
    

    
              It’s also important to recognize where you have a real hunger and longing that’s never been met. A lot of guys crave the “attaboy,” and when they don’t get it there’s an immature part of them that is at risk of becoming overreactive. Take the example of a man who, when his first child comes along, starts feeling disconnected from his wife because she’s no longer giving him her undivided attention. It’s all about him, and how triggered he is by the love his kid’s getting which he never got. The curse of not having been seen, held, or blessed as a child is showing up, and that unhealed part of him starts throwing a temper tantrum. 
    

    
              This is an initiatory experience which can go either way. If he can’t step out of the ego long enough to recognize that what he’s feeling is symptomatic of an underlying wound, he might retreat into addictions, act out sexually, or simply withdraw and become unavailable as a father and husband. But if he does the work around this experience, he will come to realize that even though he was deprived of love as a child, there’s a part of him that knows what love tastes and feels like. So the ideal outcome would be that he becomes aware of his own trauma and starts working to address it, while resolving that his kid should never have to feel the same way he did. Then he can celebrate and be grateful for all the love his kid receives rather than getting triggered by it. 
    

    
              Again, this is about how past experiences limit our capacity to show up in the present moment. The less conscious we are about those things, the more they’re going to be running the show. It’s not about having complete resolution of all our issues so much as it’s about recognizing that what’s coming up for us now has nothing to do with our past experience. That’s what it’s reminding us of, but this is not that. So we need to separate ourselves from our past conditioning in order to respond with the widest range of possibilities as opposed to operating from a really limited bandwidth.
    

    
              I go back to this example of having to choose between your kid’s little league game or going to work and keeping your job. If your father wound is abandonment, you’re going to have a lot of unresolved material in shadow around that. So instead of being accountable for your decision to prioritize work—which initially had nothing to do with shadow—you allow your shadow to rear its ugly head so that you create more wounding. You tell your kid, “Too bad. Get over it.” And you don’t make any effort to repair. The violation of your integrity isn’t in the action itself. It’s in the failure to be accountable and restore connection. 
    

    
              When our kids are going through something, either developmentally or based on their social environment, that can activate our own unresolved trauma around similar experiences. Universal problems like bullying, for example, can be huge triggers.
       
      Until I had kids and started going through these really difficult situations, I never understood how a parent could hit a child out of uncontrollable rage. But without all the training I’ve had, I might very well have been one those dads who beats their kids. It’s hard. But they are not the demons which need to be faced. Those are inside me. I knew when my kids were born that they were going to be my greatest teachers. 
    

    
              When my son was a boy, he snapped his femur while we were sledding. I did this horrible thing fathers do and told him to get up and walk it off. He was writhing in pain on the ground, but my buddy and I stood him up anyway—his foot was turned around 180 degrees the wrong way. Doctors put steel rods in his femur to keep it straight, which meant having an open wound that had to be cleaned every day. When they finally unscrewed the rods, he stood up and his leg rebroke. The doctors said, “We’re sorry, we don’t know what happened.” Then they gave him morphine and put him in a body cast with a broomstick between his legs. It was a horrific ordeal and he couldn’t walk for a year. I remember crying in the bathtub because they botched his surgery I couldn’t find a hospital anywhere in the country that would take him. As dark as that moment was, I found the kind of deep surrender which can only come from being totally broken open. 
    

    
              Then there was a time when my daughter was getting bullied at school and she started cutting herself with a paperclip. Her mother and I took her to a renowned child psychologist who ran the usual battery of assessments, then told us we needed to put her on medication because she tested off the charts for suicidal ideation, obsessive compulsive disorder, eating disorders, and depression. My ex and I looked at each other, then looked at the therapist and said, “Give us a minute.” That was not exactly our daughter. She had plenty of moments of happiness, but she was miserable because of the bullying and we weren’t listening to her. So we decided to do what she had been asking for, which was move to Texas so she could live with her grandparents and go to school with her cousins. It meant uprooting our lives for a couple of years and putting that kid first, which was an ordeal for both of us. But prioritizing the children’s wellbeing is part of the hero’s journey of divorce. 
    

    
              As parents, we also need to balance the sense of responsibility we feel for our children with the recognition that they are human beings who have their own characteristics, karma, and journeys. Your kid might say something about what’s going on for them that is difficult for you to hear, and as a parent you’re going to react a certain way. But what if a dear friend were to tell you their kid said the same thing? What advice might you have that is more objective and less ego-based? Can you put yourself in the kid’s shoes and think about how they’re feeling, what they might need and how to get that to them? You can make the same move with your own child. But if your mind is clouded with all this other stuff about everything you’ve done for them and how underserving you are of this treatment, it’s going to be very difficult to depersonalize the experience. Having that degree of separation from one’s own ego makes a huge difference. 
    

    
              Some men fail to recognize these dynamics or take appropriate action to heal and grow out of the juvenile, undeveloped masculine. They stay stuck in their wounds rather than moving into the generative, abundant, creative, fathering archetype, and they pass those wounds on to next generation. My belief is that it’s incredibly difficult to break this cycle without skilled elders and guides. Since the industrial revolution and the dislocation of families, we’re all pretty isolated trying to figure it out on our own. When we do get advice from father figures, it usually comes with a dose of shame and the message that “you’re wrong and this is not okay,” as opposed to “you’re not alone, we all go through it in some way.” That’s why it’s important to have uncles. Young men aren’t going to listen to somebody who doesn’t see and get them. But as mature, awakened, initiated men, we have the opportunity and the responsibility to be voices of reason and comfort for young men who look up to us. We need to be the elders, the beacons of Divine Masculinity, who guide them across the threshold to manhood so they don’t remain stuck in destructive ways of being. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      In the last chapter we talked a lot about sexual wounds. Now I’d like to unpack what healthy sexuality looks like over the arc of a man’s life. A defining feature of the immature masculine is to base one’s value on conquest, performance, and domination of the feminine. But for the Divine Masculine, it doesn’t look like that. Sex is part of our human nature and requires healthy integration in phases according to our changing needs, wants, and responsibilities. There are initiatory experiences at each threshold, and moving through them skillfully and consciously is what defines the Sacred Masculine.  
    

    
              The first stage is innocent curiosity as we explore the beauty, awe, and wonder of this physical vehicle and the nature of our sexual appetites. As babies we cannot differentiate between ourselves and others—we are merged, and we spend the rest of our lives trying to get back to that state, including through sexual union. Initiation into sexuality ideally involves the joy, spontaneity, creativity, and capacity for connection of the lover archetype. 
    

    
              Maybe this is just my fantasy, but in earlier cultures there seem to have been more specific rites of passage around the male losing his virginity to the feminine in a really sacred way. Now even the “birds and bees” talk is obsolete because kids learn about sex in the locker room or on the internet. The whole conversation around how to safely, respectfully, and joyfully explore this part of life, which used to come from elders, is just another thing that has gotten lost in transmission because we no longer put time and energy into those connections. For those of us seeking to embody the Divine Masculine, it’s our duty to guide younger men into fuller, healthier, more wholehearted expressions of their sexuality.  
    

    
              The next phase is about fully integrating our sexuality in a way that puts us in right relationship to the feminine. Men seem to be wired to connect emotionally through sex, whereas for women it’s the complete opposite. There needs to be a sense of safety and emotional intimacy before women can really connect with sex. So when we break our partner’s trust, or fail to establish it in the first place, it can be incredibly damaging. To think that we can be sexually fulfilled ourselves while we are harming others is an illusion. 
    

    
              I’m speaking for myself here, but whether or not I feel like I’m in integrity in my life is affected at a core level by my sexual behavior. I’m sure most guys can relate. Integrity demands a great deal of self-awareness and self-evaluation. Where are you at in your life and what do you really want? Are you looking to build a relationship toward monogamy, commitment, and marriage, or do you just want to date and explore what’s out there? Once you’re clear about this, the next step is being transparent with your partner or partners. This doesn’t mean things might not change when you meet the right person, but honest communication is critical. There also needs to be a clear recognition of the cost of being out of integrity—not in terms of how many dates you do or don’t get, but in the disempowerment, discomfort, and dis-ease you will inevitably experience. It’s difficult if not impossible to have true power, purpose, passion, or presence if you are out of integrity with yourself, especially in such a fundamental area as your sexuality. 
    

    
              Once in a committed partnership, integrity means keeping the juice going and being accountable for our sexual expression. Let’s say I’m in a relationship with somebody but I also watch porn. Does it help, does it hurt, does she know, is she okay with it? This is just one of many temptations we might face because of our desires and impulses. Sometimes we feel a spark with someone else, which isn’t necessarily sexual but is playful and arousing. An easy yet unskillful way to try and ground that energy in a physical way is through sex. The line between desire for connection and crossing boundaries in an unhealthy way can be extremely slippery. Being able to navigate these dynamics and hold all the various energies without acting on them in unconscious, unskillful ways is a hallmark of the Divine Masculine.
    

    
              We live on a spectrum with masculine and feminine polarities, so just like with the poles of a magnet, there’s going to be attraction and repulsion. There is also a place in the middle where we reach some kind of harmony and stability. What might that look and feel like in a relationship? 
    

    
              I’ve heard from some women that there’s a part of them that wishes they could feel safe enough to fully surrender to a man, that what they desire is to be consumed, ravished, and taken by the masculine. Not in a violent, controlling way, but in an experience of complete sexual union. Fulfillment of this fantasy requires that men be proactive, assertive, and confident. If we don’t exude that kind of energy and act on it, nothing might ever happen. Flirting is playing with that edge, and I think it brings more joy to have a wider lane with big curbs than a narrow lane with big curbs. 
    

    
              But this is also where it gets confusing for men—when yes means no and no means yes. Although that does seem to be part of the sexual dynamic at times, there’s a big difference between genuine surrender and being taken by force. When that line gets crossed, it becomes a traumatic experience. This is the impulse that, when not responded to consciously, leads to eroticized violence and sexual abuse out of shadow.  
    

    
              There can be surrender for both men and women, but it looks completely different on either side of the masculine-feminine polarity. Plenty of men are willing to physically surrender to confident, sexually aggressive women, including men in positions of power who like to flip it and be dominated by the feminine. But that’s not the hard part for men. The deeper piece is being able to surrender to emotional, energetic intimacy and the experience of being fully seen by the feminine. That kind of vulnerability is much riskier than allowing women to physically or sexually dominate us. Surrendering to something means giving it more power over you, and there’s always a tension for the masculine around separating from mom and merging with the Great Mother. So it’s not always easy for us to get in touch with the part of ourselves that is willing to being held and blessed by the Divine Feminine. 
    

    
              There are plenty of archetypal stories about damsels in distress who are rescued from the tower by the knight in shining armor. But there aren’t a lot of fairytales about men being rescued by women in a physical way. What men are rescued from is their own shadow. I’m thinking of Beauty and the Beast, and how the beast was transformed into a beautiful prince by the kiss of the feminine. He surrendered to that and it changed him. After he became lovely and safe again, he took her on the wedding night and she 
      wanted
       to be taken. That’s what ultimate surrender looks like for both the masculine and the feminine.
    

    
              The last part of the arc represents an epic shift from sexual energy having control over us, to us having control over it. Men on the other side of this journey are able to see women as mothers, daughters, and sisters rather than sexualizing and reducing them to objects of male desire. Rather than seeking power over the feminine, we put ourselves in service to it. These days I can’t talk about God without talking about the Goddess. I spent the first three quarters of my life kneeling to the masculine, and I'm choosing to spend the rest of it on my knees in service to the feminine, the Great Mother. 
    

    
              What the masculine provides in an ideal world is a safe container for the feminine, which in some ways is more fragile as a vessel of life. The feminine creates something out of nothing through the ultimate creative process of birth, and the masculine makes space for that by holding boundaries. This can become misogynistic and patriarchal when it’s defined by rigid gender stereotypes. But the dynamic I’m referring to could happen just as easily between two people of the same sex, or even between a hetero couple with the roles reversed. Everybody has their thing they gravitate towards, and there’s usually one person nurturing and tending the hearth while the other goes out and deals with the dragons and bears. This just seems to be the natural order of things, the Tao, and surrendering to it allows us to live in greater harmony. 
    

    
              We are creative, fertile beings. I don’t know anybody, of any gender identification or sexual orientation, who doesn’t bump up against this part of life. But there’s sex for procreation, which we are biologically hard-wired for, and then there’s intimacy, romance, and connection. There is also this third thing beyond all that, which happens when the masculine and feminine are integrated in complete sexual union. I often talk about relationships as being like a pyramid with the masculine and feminine polarities at the bottom corners, and the top point being a force or energy that’s greater than us. It’s something we can only point at, with no real evidence that it’s actually there. But it’s the reason sexuality has been held in a reverential way by so many cultures. 
    

    
              The ideal here is to be conscious of the appetites we have that are instinctual and necessary for the survival of our species, but also to honor sex as a sacred act which allows us to be part of the divine creative process. These physical and spiritual aspects are like vertical and horizontal axes—too far on one side is impotence, too far on the other is savage. But where those axes meet, we can bring our whole body and soul to the experience of sex in way that makes it holy and not just animalistic. When that happens, the Divine Feminine and the Divine Masculine merge into something even greater, a cosmic force by which the entire universe is continually exploding into being. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      What did this discussion of sexuality bring up for you as a man? It’s a loaded topic because we all face challenges in this area, and maybe we’ve done some things we aren’t proud of. But like any other difficulty, we can choose to see troubling sexual experiences as being of tremendous value in what we need to learn and heal from. They’re just AFGO (Another Fucking Growth Opportunity.) 
    

    
              I think about the woman who misdiagnosed me as a sex addict when I went to rehab during my divorce. Her words cut me deeply, but what comes up now is gratitude. All the things she accused me of, and her assessment that I wasn’t safe to be in a therapeutic space with women, inspired me to be bigger. She challenged me to become more accountable and aligned where otherwise I might have done great harm, even if the shift was just saying no to somebody who wanted to sleep with me in the moment. This was long before #MeToo, and had I not felt the need to prove this counselor wrong, I might have succumbed to the mistaken belief that it was okay to do shadowy things because everything in our culture tells us that conquest of women is a form of currency. If the pain of being unfairly labeled is what it took for me to get here, so be it. Perhaps you too can recall some instance when an outside voice passed judgment and you vowed to show them that you are better than what they would reduce you to. 
    

    
              What I want to offer here is that moving into the Divine Masculine means making the shift from victim consciousness to creator consciousness, which results in a greater sense of power and direction. I call this living from the inside out, as opposed to the outside in. 
      It means not allowing external circumstances to dictate one’s inner experience, and to recognize the creative potential of infinite possibility. 
      People who had chaotic, unstable childhoods often struggle with this. They feel at the mercy of life, so they spend a lot of time and energy fluffing the pillows and moving furniture around in an attempt to regain control of their environment and situation. That’s living from the outside in, and it leads to a place of powerlessness. 
    

    
              On the other hand, living from the inside out means having an anchor of grounded peace, equanimity, and acceptance which is the foundation of every experience. People who had a good, steady home life growing up often take that sense of security with them everywhere they go. But for those who didn’t, it’s important to recognize that the disturbances and disruptions we experience aren’t the fault of things outside. They are our own pathology being made manifest. The power move in these situations is to be able to acknowledge that even though things may not be the way we want them, we can make the choice to dive in anyway without letting external circumstances get in the way of what we’re here for. 
    

    
              When things seem to be going awry, another of my Evanisms is to say, “You’ve been spared.” This is simply a reframe of experiences which feel disheartening, defeating, and disappointing. As much as you may have wanted that relationship, house, car, job, move, career, or whatever it is, being denied it means you can shift to saying, “Well, I’ve probably been spared a worse fate.”
    

    
              An example of this in my life was when my first wife and I were looking to buy a home. We fell in love with a certain house and were convinced that as much as it would put us in a tight spot, we would figure out a way to make it work. But the day we planned to put in an offer, our realtor called to say somebody else made a cash offer and we only had until the next morning to think about it. We didn’t appreciate being pressured, so although it was a hard decision, we let the house go. The other buyers turned out to be John and Christy Walton of the Walmart dynasty. They purchased the house, and I used to torture myself wishing it was mine every time I went by on the ski lift. Well, a couple years later I became friends with a contractor to whom I mentioned my regret. He said, “You were going to buy that house? I’ve worked for Christy Walton for a decade on many of her properties, and they ended up spending the amount they paid for it on repairs. You are so lucky you didn’t buy that place!” I had been spared and didn’t even know it. 
    

    
              Trusting the universe has something better in store for us might seem overly idealistic at times, but the reality is that we live in a realm of infinite possible outcomes. It’s my belief that staying open to the good ones is of greater value than focusing on how bad things could get. No amount of worry, frustration, or complaining ever contributed to a successful solution. But letting go of that kind of thinking requires that we surrender our attachments and have the humility to acknowledge that we don’t always know what is best for ourselves. It’s like those bumper stickers that say “God save me from what I want and give me what I need.” However we choose to reframe adverse situations, the point is to meet the events of our lives with acceptance and receptivity. 
    

    
              There is an old Zen parable of a farmer who used to plow his fields with a horse. One day the horse ran away. The villagers tried to console him by saying, “What bad luck!” But the farmer only responded, “Maybe.” After a few weeks the horse returned with several wild horses that the farmer was able to capture. The villagers congratulated him saying, “What good luck!” But he only said, “Maybe.” A few days later, the farmer’s son was trying to tame one of the wild horses when he got thrown and broke his leg. People said, “What bad luck!” The farmer said, “Maybe.” Soon war broke out and all able-bodied men were drafted into the local militia, but due to his injury the son was exempt. I’m sure you can guess the farmer’s response. 
    

    
              A similar sentiment was expressed beautifully by Mizuta Masahide, a 17
      th
      -century samurai whose barn burnt down. Such a mishap could have been disastrous to a man in those days, yet he wrote this haiku: 
    

    
      
    

    
              
      Barn burnt down—
    

    
              Now I can see the moon. 
    

    
      
    

    
              Life is kaleidoscopic and volatile. It’s inherently a combination of extremes with change as the only constant. As much as we might try to maintain a state of balance, we’re are going to get taken out of it over and over—which is how growth occurs. In this vast, marvelous, breathtaking, terrifying, awe-inspiring universe, a never-ending creative process is taking place. We are drops in that ocean, and the principles governing the macro level operate identically on the scale of individual beings. One of these natural laws concerns the creative potential of chaos. From the cosmic perspective, things arise out of a state of turbulence, not equilibrium. There’s nothing wrong with equilibrium, but it’s really unsustainable and not very fruitful. The moments that seem to be the most intense, chaotic, frightening, and disturbing also contain the greatest potential for growth and transformation—both in the universe and in our individual lives. 
    

    
              Brian Swimme, one of the great minds working at the intersection of science and spirituality, talks about how order emerges “far from equilibrium.”
      
        [98]
      
       For example, if you light a candle, the center of the flame is hot, but that energy naturally dissipates into equilibrium according to the second law of thermodynamics. The flame can only exist as long as it stays far from equilibrium by drawing up energy from the wax, otherwise it goes out. The same principle is at work in a tornado, a wave, a star, or a human body. Each needs to gather in energy to create and maintain its own order before dissipating back into equilibrium. This is how the universe constantly gives birth to itself by causing order to spontaneously emerge out of chaos. Any true spiritual path must teach us to live fully and wholeheartedly in the midst of this epic unfolding, as wild and scary as it may feel at times.
       
      
        [99]
      
       
    

    
              Our personal lives often mirror the state of balanced turbulence in which a new order emerges. Most people will shrink away from tension and discomfort, but these seemingly chaotic moments are ripe with the greatest possibility and can be considered a call. Our ability to transform them into something of value depends on our level of creativity and willingness to embrace ambiguity with hope, faith, and trust. This goes back to the foundational beliefs we have about the universe and ourselves. Is this all just random noise, or is the universe a safe, meaningful, inherently loving place? Are we hapless victims or active participants? 
    

    
              I choose to believe that it’s all happening for a purpose, and that I have a vital role to play in the divine creative process. This gives me solid ground to stand on, and makes it easier to maintain faith and trust that what seems like a devastating experience might actually just be a call to dive in deeper. For example, a conflict that could spell the end of a relationship is also an opportunity to build something unshakeable. If I can choose to let go of the natural instinct to protect myself or attack the other person, and instead simply surrender to the moment, the bond will be stronger on the other side. Or let’s say the relationship does need to end. I could buy into the idea that this is the worst thing that’s ever happened to me and life is now going to suck forever—but where’s the creativity in that? Perhaps I can view it as a time of new beginnings which is happening for my growth and upliftment.  
    

    
              Matthew Fox, a former Dominican priest who was silenced by the Vatican fifty years ago, wrote a seminal book on creation spiritualty called 
      Original Blessing.
       In it he outlined four interrelated paths: via positiva, via negativa, via creativa, and via transformativa. Via positiva is about having deep roots in joy, ecstasy, wonder, and gratitude so that we are strong enough to withstand the horrors. Via negativa is the willingness to go into solitude and inner spaces to face darkness. Via creativa happens when we put the first two together in recognition that life is both joy and suffering, then find skillful ways to manage it all for positive outcomes. Via transformativa is about action in the world with a commitment to justice, compassion, and service. 
    

    
              These four paths provide a valuable refence point when I feel lost or am struggling to identify where I am in a process. It helps to know that things are always going to come back around in an ongoing cycle of stability and order, chaos and disorder—and that there’s this place of equanimity which becomes available when we have clarity of vision. I consider the four paths a universal template which all spiritual traditions point toward in some way. Buddhism, Hinduism, Judaism, indigenous Shamanic paths—they all recognize both the awe-inspiring beauty of the universe in all its complexity, and the dark side of pain and suffering. Those who walk these paths know how to leverage the moments when things are not in balance and harmony in order to find growth, transformation, integration, and healing. 
    

    
              You have to see yourself as an artist and a seeker if you’re going to evolve beyond the old way of doing things. How will you embrace those moments when things are going in the opposite direction of what you hoped, planned, and expected? Can you remain open to infinite possibilities while maintaining your basic sense of direction? What new angles you can see things from, and what’s the next best move for you in this situation and space? Is it to close down, constrict, isolate, and disconnect, or to lean in and open up? 
    

    
              If you have not integrated all the competing parts, voices, desires, and messages within yourself, it’s very difficult to meet challenging experiences with grace and skill. So it’s important to know where that center is, what it looks and feels like in your body, head, and heart when you’re in a place of equanimity. It’s like a warrior training for battle. He goes hard during times of peace so that when shit hits the fan he’s prepared. This is how you can take advantage of both the respites found in periods of equilibrium, and the potency of chaotic moments which provide opportunities for miraculous healing and growth. 
    

    
              As you make a conscious commitment to this work, it will get easier to maintain your equanimity, and there may be times when you feel very attuned, aligned, and empowered in your life. The tendency is to think you’ve “made it,” that you are now permanently embodied in the Divine Masculine. But that is never how it works. Life is a process, an unfolding, and you will always be called toward further growth. The hero’s journey beckons you on to face new tests and trials, and to keep working those muscles so they don’t atrophy and disappear. 
    

    
      There is a Buddhist precept about being neither attached to the pleasurable situations nor resistant to the painful ones. I like to remind myself of this in moments of grandeur and luminosity when I am feeling at one with everything. I recall a particular hall-of-fame experience when my wife Tina and my son Dakota and I were out on a lake in Grand Teton National Forest. It was fall and not a drop of wind was stirring the pristine stillness of the water, which reflected the severity of the mountains surrounding us. Suddenly we heard a sound onshore and turned to see a bear poke its nose out of the grass about fifty yards away. Then three little bear cub noses came up right beside it. Dakota started humming some Disney tune and Tina was just about in tears. But all I said was, “And this too shall pass.” 
    

    
              People sometimes think I’m being a Debbie Downer when I say that, but it’s simply a reminder to drink deeply. This is another big piece I gained from the loss of my brother—the initiatory process into joy. Our ability to fully take in these moments is so much greater when we have been broken open by the suffering. I wish I could find another word for that than pain. It’s growth—a heart bursting open with joy, gratitude, awe, appreciation and love. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 11: Broken Open
    

    
      
    

    
      Being broken open is different than being broken. Both are responses to life’s inevitable challenges—loss, betrayal, hardship, trauma, pain. But when you’re broken, there’s not a lot of hope, faith, and trust in the world. You feel disconnected and powerless. Shifting into a broken open space is about getting back in alignment and connecting to your authentic power. 
    

    
              You need to know that you have a choice in how the events of your life shape and define you. Remember the story in the Old Testament about Jacob wrestling the angel? He went away proud and strengthened for having been defeated by a greater hand. That thing was so enormous it didn’t need a name. How do we face a force like that? I’m offering two options: to be broken and defeated in a way that is disempowering, or broken open into love, connection, and strength. 
    

    
              To illustrate what I mean by this, I’d like to return to the story of my brother’s death. The first stage of that experience for me was survivor’s guilt. I felt like I had Collin’s blood on my hands, which brought me to a place of such brokenness that I rode my bicycle in front of a speeding truck. I think there was a part of me that wanted and 
      needed
       to die, metaphorically speaking. It was the beginning of a monumental shift. 
    

    
              Later, on a men’s retreat, I found myself telling the story that I had failed as a man and a brother. I was directed to step out in the circle, then someone asked, “Do you want to crawl down in the grave with your brother, or do you want to live? It’s a choice.” 
    

    
              “I choose life,” I said. 
    

    
              I was told to close my eyes and imagine what else might be out there for me, and what I still owed Collin. I began to weep. Suddenly a dozen hands were at my back and I was being asked to lean backwards and 
      trust
      . I surrendered, and they gently lowered me to the ground and rolled me up in a blanket. Then they held me there with my face pressed into the floor. I felt the weight and pressure of the blanket bearing down on me. Someone said, “That weight you feel is the responsibility you’ve taken for your brother’s death. It’s keeping you from living your life. Are you willing to do what it takes to get out from under that burden?”
    

    
              Suddenly I felt the energy rise in me. I had a reason to live and I was ready to get back up. All around me came the encouraging shouts of fierce yet tender men: “Do it for your brother! You got this! You’re not alone!” But they weren’t going to let me go without a fight. Tears streamed down my face as I pushed against the ground, struggling to get onto my hands and knees and eventually to my feet. Finally I ripped the blanket loose, which was symbolic of shedding all my distorted beliefs about how Collin’s death was my fault and I didn’t deserve to live. Sobbing, out of breath, and covered in rug burns, I broke free and threw the blanket to the ground.
    

    
              I had reclaimed my true power and purpose as a man.   
    

    
              After that I was led to what they called the King’s Corner, a big chair in a quieter part of the room, away from all the other men going through their own ordeals. An elder smudged me with sage and gave me a lozenge because my throat was scorched from all the screaming. He told me to just breathe, then he sat with me in silence. I gazed out over the chaos going on around us—all the yelling and teeth-gnashing, the guys banging shit with tennis rackets or wailing as they grieved the deaths of loved ones. 
    

    
              I'll never forget what happened next. A facilitator by the name of Robert Andrews started asking one of the men some questions. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but the man closed his eyes and started to sway a little bit, then Robert waved his hand up the guy’s spine, almost like he was moving some energy. I don’t know what he was doing—but the dude’s knees just buckled and he went to the ground sobbing. Even today the memory of it brings up powerful emotions. I thought, 
      I want to be like that. I want to help men change their lives.
       
    

    
              And I did. For the next thirty years, I got to pass on the gift I had been given by channeling those same powerful energies for thousands of brothers in men’s work across the planet. 
    

    
              The archetypal definition of brotherhood is connection to another man by blood or ordeal. A brother is someone I love, trust, respect, and admire who hands it to me straight. He represents something I want to be more of, and he helps me to be less of the things I don’t want to be. The first person I had that kind of connection with was Collin, until we were separated by a rupture and ultimately by death. I’ve been healing that wound ever since, and it has reinforced my belief that if Collin had a chance to do this work he would still be alive today.
    

    
              After my experience with the blanket, I went from being broken in a way that prevented me from fully living, to getting broken open into unbelievable growth. My grief around Collin’s death, which I had been carrying as what I call dirty pain, was turned into clean pain. Loss is inevitable, and the pain that arises from that is clean when it brings us into a more wholehearted experience of life. Dirty pain, however, is 
      not
       inevitable. It is self-inflicted, the result of faulty narratives we manufacture in our own minds—like the story I had that Collin died because of me. Once I was able to see with more clarity, the pain became clean and my wound transformed into gold. 
    

    
              So much of the distinction between clean pain and dirty pain is cognitive, a matter of perception and perspective. Again, it’s not what happens to us—it’s how we are as we go through it, starting with what we tell ourselves. Those stories about the past impact the way we show up in the present moment. When you can put some words together that sound good and vibrate on the frequency you need to tap into, you’re on the right track. I think of the Ancient Greek term 
      eudaimonia
      , which is a particular flavor of happiness that has nothing to do with the events of our lives. It’s not about pleasure or pain, winning or losing, or everything being perfect. It’s about the deep, grounded, wholehearted sense of well-being that comes from living in integrity. This is something you can cultivate in any circumstance.  
    

    
               
    

    
              
    

    
      The year I lost both of my parents, I spent most of my time in a garage apartment at their home in Houston. It was one of the best decisions I ever made. Besides being an incredible opportunity for closure, the lessons in it for me were profound. The biggest lesson came from watching my father navigate the end of his life. 
    

    
              Every day he would leave the kitchen and waddle down the hall with his little food tray, shuffling his feet and stumbling over the carpet. A couple of times he fell, so I put tape over the spot where he kept tripping. He had a huge meltdown—who did I think I was? that tape needed to come up!—which was really about him losing control. For fifty years he had been able to walk down that hallway with no problem, but now there needed to be tape on the carpet. That was symbolic of something, like taking his car keys away; it represented a loss of freedom and agency. And he wasn’t about to surrender.
    

    
              I was getting really triggered and activated to the point that I wanted to lash out. But all of a sudden I looked at him with his pajamas hanging around his knees and his Depends on, and I saw this precious, needy child. The fear and anxiety he felt around his increasing helplessness broke my heart open. I stopped pushing and said, “Okay, Dad,” because in that moment I saw myself. One day it would be me losing control and making it about the tape somebody put down to keep me from killing myself. This is what happens to all of us—we come in crawling on all fours, and we go out crawling on all fours. It can be hard to surrender. 
    

    
              The other big piece of wisdom I gained during that time was around the bittersweet nature of loving someone more dearly knowing I’d soon have to say goodbye. Fortunately I had a court of support to help me lean into that when I wanted to back away because it was too painful. I think losing a parent is the next worst thing to losing a child. But these are initiatory experiences in which we can allow ourselves to be broken open. 
    

    
              Remember kintsugi, the Japanese pottery mended with pure gold? It’s only broken when it’s in a state of disrepair. Once it’s put back together and the light shines through the gold in the cracks, it becomes more beautiful and valuable than it was before. Kintsugi arose out of a culture that can look at a teacup and appreciate it knowing it’s already shattered and in the dustbin. The end was in the beginning. When we can look at another human being knowing they are already lost to us somewhere in the future, the love we share becomes more precious, like light shining through the cracks. For men, however, the hard part is simply acknowledging that we’re broken, and giving up our precious identity that says we don’t need tape on the carpet. Surrendering that in return for something greater, which is all about connection, can be one of the hardest moves for us to make. 
    

    
              While my dad slowly declined, my mom was having heart problems and eventually needed a transaortic valve replacement. The day of her surgery arrived, and I took her to the hospital because my dad was too terrified. I was in the waiting room when the surgeon came out and said, “The procedure went great. We’re closing her up and you’ll see her in the recovery room in about forty-five minutes.” An hour later they came out again and said she was in intensive care. They had nicked a vein in her lung and she was bleeding out. Two days later she was gone. 
    

    
              My mom was 90 when she passed away and my dad was 98. For decades he had assumed that he would die first, and when she went suddenly he was totally unprepared. Four months later, he wasn’t eating because of a combination of grief and some difficulty he had swallowing. Then he fell and broke his hip, hit his head, and suffered a small stroke. He ended up in the hospital for a hip replacement, and they didn’t think he was going to survive the surgery. But he did. He was in great shape and sharp as a tack. The rabbis came to give him some blessings and he said, “If you’re here for my last rites, beat it. I’m not interested. Don’t mess this up.” He was really a riot.
    

    
              But there came a night when I was sitting on his hospital bed, looking out the window with him over the lights of the Houston skyline. He kept picking up his iPad, then putting it down and gazing through the window. Finally he handed me the iPad and said, “I need you to get me some things. Here’s the list.” He had cut and pasted in all the medications used to make assisted suicide cocktails. 
    

    
              My immediate response was no way, not happening. But my son called me from college that night, and when I told him what was going on he said, “This is your father’s dying wish. He had a full and happy life, but now he’s got a broken heart. If he doesn’t want to spend the time he has left in bed and in a wheelchair, he shouldn’t have to.” I knew Dakota was right. So I decided to face the situation with an open heart, as courageously and lovingly as possible, in order to give my dad the most dignified passing I could. 
    

    
              The next day we got him home and brought in hospice. The agency was run by a woman who knew my parents, and once we explained the situation, she understood that my dad was totally in his right mind and just didn’t want to suffer. The drugs were there that evening. Dakota and I administered them throughout the night and by the next morning he already had the death rattle. When the nurse came to check on him, she told us to prepare ourselves because his vitals were strong and the physical body could hang on for another week. I wasn’t sure how I would manage the agony of it dragging on.  
    

    
              After she left, I crawled into bed next to my dad and told my son I was going to take a nap. An hour later Dakota woke me up and said the end was near. My dad drew his last breath with me laying on one side, my son laying on the other, and our hands stacked on top his chest. The exchange of energy that took place is something I don’t have words to describe. It felt like we were midwives, that this was a delivery and we were seeing my dad off with grace and ease. I pray that I too will go out surrounded by equal or greater love—if not, then I answered the wrong call, bowed to the wrong gods, and did not honor true north on my compass.
    

    
       
    

    
      
    

    
      My father’s passing was a spiritual experience which is tattooed on my soul forever. But it could easily have gone the other way had I met it with resistance. That is the difference between clean pain and dirty pain. Clean pain breaks us open so that we can meet the events of our lives with openness and receptivity. Dirty pain is caused by ego running the show, getting us invested in our attachments and wanting things to be a particular way as opposed to having greater equanimity with what 
      is
      . 
    

    
              There is a story about the great Indian guru Krishnamurti. He was giving one of his Dharma talks to a huge throng of people, many of whom had been his devotees for decades. They were in awe of his spiritual presence, yet they could never really understand how he got there. So when he announced that he was going to reveal his secret, everyone leaned forward in rapt attention. But all he said was, “I don’t mind what happens.” Then he basically walked off leaving everybody dumbfounded. 
    

    
              His statement is really brilliant because it means not letting the mind get involved with all its ego-based stories. That is mind
      ful
      ness, not mind
      less
      ness. It’s paying attention and being present rather than reactive. Ego is what keeps us from being fully alive to the moment, which is rarely as bad as we make it out to be. Most of the time we are not in danger and there’s really nothing at risk. It’s only because of the “I” that we get attached to a particular outcome, so being able to separate from the ego is critical. Once we do that, we’re back in control of our choices. 
    

    
              Another way to understand clean pain versus dirty pain is the Buddha’s simile of the
    

    
      poisoned arrow.
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       A man is shot by a poisoned arrow, but won’t allow the surgeon to remove it until he knows who shot the arrow, what type of bow it came from, whether the string was hemp or sinew, if the arrow was fletched with vulture or peacock feathers, etc. The man dies before ever getting the answers to all his questions. When you’re faced with a difficult experience and rather than focusing on solutions you start asking whose fault it is and what you did to deserve this, all that is dirty pain. Learning to depersonalize the situation is what makes it clean pain.
    

    
              One of the indicators of whether we’re creating clean pain or dirty pain is that when it’s clean, we want to reduce harm and suffering as opposed to causing more. My father was ready to lay down the burdens of old age. Had I allowed my own grief to dictate my response, it would only have prolonged his pain. Instead there was both forgiveness for the part of me that was reacting negatively, and greater willingness to surrender. As the Buddha said, the move is to accept what 
      is
      . That doesn’t mean we’re powerless over what happens next or that we can’t set boundaries. It just means we get to avoid all the drama of our own teeth-gnashing and hair-pulling. I think of the little kid who throws himself on the floor when his parents say he can’t have candy. Eventually he gets to the point where he realizes “Okay, I gotta have dinner first.” Then the tantrum’s over. I can extend that to so many areas of my life and respond with greater peace and equanimity. 
    

    
              From the 30,000-foot perspective, everything is an opportunity for growth. But that edge is always changing. What are you saying yes to, what are you saying no to, and how do you use those experiences? What is the story you’re telling yourself in moments of pain and adversity? What calls you back to the mountain, a meditation retreat, a men’s circle, or a yoga teacher training? Do you take that new job or start that new relationship? Do you spend more time with your kids because you just got a cancer diagnosis? How do you go through the loss of a loved one, even if it’s a pet rock, in a way that will turn the scar into a superpower? When there’s actually a little timer of sand there for you both to look at, are you willing to fall more in love with someone knowing they’re going to die? 
    

    
              The hero’s journey is about exposing our hearts to the suffering of the world, then remaining open to have more joy. In the 
      The Way of Transformation
      , Karlfried Graf von Durckheim wrote, “Only if we venture repeatedly through zones of annihilation, can our contact with Divine Being, which is beyond annihilation, become firm and stable. The more a man learns whole-heartedly to confront the world that threatens him with isolation, the more are the depths of the Ground of Being revealed and the possibilities of new life and Becoming opened.”
    

    
              We all must pass through zones of annihilation in our lives. In this repeated process of wounding and recovery, we can cultivate an expanded state of being with less suffering and more joy. Yet oftentimes when we’re in these kinds of situations, it sucks too much, and it’s too dark. It’s only when we have gotten to that depth of surrender enough times that we start to develop strength and faith. With practice we can hang onto the part of ourselves that sees difficult experiences as the call to a higher way of being. This has become an ingrained belief for me because I recognize that I have been wrong too many times. I’ve been through so much loss and thought it was the end of the world—and in some ways it was the end of the world as I knew it. There were things about me and how I was living that needed to end, and only through painful experiences could that change come about.   
    

    
      Ultimately, the practice is about building those muscles so that when challenging moments come we can meet them heroically. But the same applies to positive experiences, which can hold us back if we get complacent. There is a famous Zen teaching given by the 9
      th
      -century Buddhist master Linji Yixuan to a monk who thought he had glimpsed enlightenment: “If you meet a Buddha on the road, kill him.” This doesn’t mean you should literally kill anyone, least of all your teacher. It means you need to die unto you own ego—especially when you think you’ve made it—so you can be reborn into greater wisdom. Kill your incomplete understanding of Buddha so that you remain open to growth and awakening. That’s about wonder, humility, and not getting stuck in limited perceptions. 
    

    
      It’s similar to the traditional Jewish belief that the name of God, Yahweh, should never be written or spoken. There was this inherent understanding that if our finite human minds can conceptualize it, then it isn’t God because the reality is so much bigger. Awareness of that only deepens the more our hearts get broken open. As long as we live, there is always room to expand beyond what we thought we knew and emerge into a higher consciousness. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Surveying life from my sixth decade, I can trace many different hero’s journeys: the death of my brother, my bike accident, fatherhood, divorce, rehab, open-heart surgery, the loss of my parents. Each of these stories has a beginning, a middle, and an end. There is who I am going into it, how I handle the experience itself, and the person I become afterward. All these parts of my journey fit together and serve me when I’m on mission and answering a call. 
    

    
              After my open-heart surgery, I had three holes in my chest and a needle between my heart and my lung to drain the fluids. My arms were tied to the bed, I was hallucinating from the pain, and I couldn’t draw a breath. I’d done an ayahuasca ceremony a couple months earlier, and suddenly the memory of that ritual space came back to me. It helped me find my breath so that I was able to just be in the experience of having my heart literally broken open. I am fortunate that going into these situations I already have the crazy, risky, unreasonable belief that it’s all here to serve in my growth, so I try to lean in rather than resisting. I roll the dice and choose to believe that there is meaning, hope, and joy along with the chaos, pain, and suffering. It’s an orientation that has served me well, and although it may be tested and tried, I doubt it’s going to change.
    

    
              I think most adults who’ve got much life behind them can identify a moment when they realize that the things they’ve been through—all the twists and turns on their path, all the distractions and interferences, all the times they got lost—were actually leading to something. Does this resonate for you? Can you see how everything you’ve survived is here to serve you now? 
    

    
              We all have certain patterns which we may spend a lifetime healing, and which continue to surface periodically throughout our lives. Mine have to do with feeling undeserving and “less than,” which has led to this perceived need to conquer the world as a compensation for my unworthiness. Now that I’m entering old age, I’m struggling with having to throttle back because I don’t have the physical stamina I used to. The same patterns are there, but I’m in a different place every time they come back around, and hopefully I can be more informed and skillful at managing them. This is how the work is integrated—it’s an evolution and an expansion of the heart.
    

    
              I was recently telling the story of the time I thought I was going to get shot in Tanzania. I was seventeen and some friends and I were driving along a remote stretch of coastline when we came upon a body lying in the road. We couldn’t see any sign of injury so we thought maybe he was just drunk on the local coconut moonshine. We were also concerned that it might be a setup for an ambush, so we approached on high alert. The sun was setting behind us, and when a car came from the opposite direction we tried to prevent them from running over the body out of sun-blindness. But instead of slowing down, the car sped up, swerved around us, and ran the man over. People started coming out of little huts in the bush, and we freaked out and took off back to our hotel. 
    

    
              In the middle of that night, there was a knock on the door. I opened and was terrified to see a large African man in uniform with an assault rifle. He led my companions and me out to several big military trucks with a bunch of armed guys in the back. We thought we were getting marched to our deaths. But after driving us to a compound in the middle of nowhere, they showed us an old Mercedes and asked if it was the car involved in the accident. When we positively identified it, they let us go. Turns out the man in the road was their former commander, who had a habit of passing out drunk; people usually just left him alone. The man who ran him over was the police chief, an arrogant, abusive fellow who was not well-liked. The next day we basically heard, “Don’t ask what happened to the police chief. He’s no longer going to be a problem.” 
    

    
              I hadn’t thought about this experience in a long time, and telling the story to friends I found myself getting choked up. Even though it’s been almost fifty years, I was overwhelmed with gratitude, wonder, and a new awareness of who I am now compared to where I was then. The events themselves didn’t change, but my understanding of them is completely different based on my current vantage point. At the time I just felt like I’d dodged a bullet. Now here I am welcoming my fifth grandkid, something I couldn’t have appreciated at seventeen. That brush with death has so much more value and meaning for me knowing all the amazing things I would have missed out on if it had gone a different way. 
    

    
              It’s natural when people see someone coming apart like that to assume that it’s a negative, painful feeling, so they want to provide comfort and solace. But it may just be that the heart is expanding beyond its current capacity. There’s some stretching and maybe even a little tearing, but it’s actually shedding an old skin and growing into something that fits better. That’s clean pain, and it’s bittersweet. It can feel uncomfortable, probably just because of our own internalized judgment about what it means to be so emotional. We don’t really give ourselves permission to weep with that kind of grace. 
    

    
              Earlier the same day, I had the opportunity to see some Warrior buddies who I hadn’t had much contact with for years. I try to stay right-sized about this, but several of them told me I saved their lives, either literally or symbolically. I started thinking about how if I’d never come back from Tanzania, the world would have looked different for so many others as well. 
    

    
              The same can be said of you. Because of the reality of interdependence, you have a unique and valuable role in the greater plan. So many other miracles won’t get to happen if you’re not here. Consider all the lovely Buddhist gospels that speak to how precious life is, and what a rare thing indeed that you were born in this particular form, place, and time. Take a minute to look around at all the different ways matter constellates, from a blade of grass to a cloud to a piece of plastic floating in the ocean. Now think of all the various types of beings, from animals and birds to fungi and amoeba. Life shows up in so many different ways, and this one is uniquely yours. 
    

    
              That is no accident—it’s a miracle. You are here to help turn the wheel of evolution toward ever higher, more complex and loving ways of being. Often the most valuable thing a person can do—especially in periods of chaos like we’re going through right now—is to simply bear witness in a way that holds hope and faith in nature’s process. Remember, growth happens far from equilibrium. And meaning, beauty, and order are there even when you can’t see them. Jesus said, “Split a piece of wood; I am there. Lift up the stone, and you will find me there.”
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       This thing that we are calling God, love, or cosmic intelligence is present throughout the universe, and we are here to have a human experience of it.
    

    
      Look at a single strand of DNA and compare it with images of the Double Helix Nebula near the center of our galaxy—it’s the same spiral formation. Everything’s moving through the universe in a particular way, including you. How do you find your highest vibration? Are you elevated by the things you’re doing, thinking, eating, watching, and listening to? What about the people you’re surrounding yourself with? Nobody knows better than you when your vibration is going up and when it’s going down. Think of the moments when you’ve felt most connected, those peak experiences. What did you do to get there and how can you keep doing more of that? 
    

    
              Listen, pay attention, remain curious and open rather than reactive. To be a true man, you need to be genuinely connected to yourself 
      first
      , in alignment with what you know is true and untrue. Mature men say what they mean and mean what they say. They do what they say they’re going to do, and don’t do what they say they’re not going to do. They’re congruent, and therefore they have power and agency, purpose and presence. You know when you’re in the company of men like that—most guys do. 
    

    
              The truth is, we can do better. That starts with trying harder to connect to the feminine in a safe, healthy way. We’re here to serve the feminine, not to diminish, dominate, or control it. We have the capacity to be in an amazingly beautiful, powerful, harmonious, healing, energizing relationship with this other force, we just need to step up to the plate. Start with what you know to be true about the Divine Feminine, as opposed to what you’ve been told or what you’ve learned on social media. Think of your mother, the woman who gave birth to you, and what she had to go through for you to be here. Then think of all the women before her who made the same sacrifices. Even if your relationship with your mom isn’t good, she deserves to be honored as the woman who gave you life with her own body. 
    

    
              The Divine Masculine is inseparable from the Divine Feminine. When the two polarities get into right relationship, the world blossoms. You can be part of that. In fact, you owe it to all those who’ve gone before you, all those who are here now, and all those who are yet to come. What I know is that you 
      will
       make a difference, regardless of whether you want to or even think you can. The world is either going to look better or worse because of your impact, so the time is 
      now
       to step into your role as conscious co-creator of reality. 
    

    
              When you recognize even a small positive change in your behavior—which may represent a huge shift given the hole you’ve had to dig yourself out of—that is a reason to stay on the path. You will take a lot of pride in knowing that you chose the direction you did. Not because God’s watching or the cops are watching, but because of who you want to see staring back at you when you look in the mirror. That’s the most important thing. And that guy in the mirror stands on the shoulders of a lot of amazing men. 
    

    
              I feel it is both a privilege and a spiritual duty to share what I’ve seen, heard, felt, and tasted in the company of men who’ve been through a lot and come a long way. I’ve witnessed the tears—and I consider every one of them holy—cried by these men in the midst of their transformations. Some have knocked it out of the park, others have really fucked things up, and most have done some of both. What’s important is the commitment to becoming conscious.
    

    
              There is nothing genetic, biological, or inherent to men that predisposes us to be destructive. There’s no evidence that anything is damaged or irreparable in our psychology. It doesn’t have to be our destiny to harm women, children, and the planet. It’s only when we are unconscious that we become dangerous. What we’re capable of when we’re conscious—and how beautiful the world might look as a result—is a choice we can make 
      today
      . The future is not written in stone. We can wake up to build a world of love, connection, and safety in which everybody’s needs are met and their highest gifts can be pursued. How does that look as an alternative to what we have now, and are you willing to do whatever it takes to make it happen? 
    

    
              These final words are a blessing. The most meaningful thing I can do for you right now is to put my hands on your shoulders, look you in the eye and say, 
      I see you
      . And what I see is truly astounding. It’s like looking through a telescope at the cosmic horizon, or into a microscope at a strand of DNA. You are a dynamic force of nature and I feel grateful to be part of your journey, in whatever way you let me in, because incredible things lie ahead which you have no idea about. You think this is tough? Just wait. All those stories of the hero’s journey, those movies, those games—you are in them. You’re living it. I see that in you, and it is 
      good
      . 
    

    
              In appreciation of all that you’ve been through and how broken open your heart is, I honor the Divine Masculine in you. And I stand in awe, wonder, and gratitude for the world that you will create.  
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