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Foreword



I first met John when he stepped off a Sea Beaver plane in the Canadian wilderness. Several of us met to plot and scheme about how to love and live better stories.


Hours later, we piled in boats and I dropped John and others off one-by-one at the base of rocky cliffs a hundred miles from the nearest roads, to spend time alone reflecting in quiet solitude.


When I came back to pick John up a few hours later, I found him standing on the top of a tall cliff. But instead of climbing down to get in the boat, he jumped. I’m not kidding. He grabbed his knees and did a cannonball.


Since that trip, John and I have become close friends. He attacks life like he climbed that cliff. He relentlessly loves his wife, his daughters and strangers like he’s doing a cannonball. He is a fierce and loyal advocate. He is a hero for the fatherless. Best of all, he is my friend. He’ll be yours too after you finish reading this book.


The Heroic Path is his learning journey.


It is part poetic, part prophetic. It is raw and gripping. John leads us into the deep end of manhood. Not the shallow “Let’s Be Macho” end. Like John, this book is full of soul and life and risk.


It is for the man who realizes we’ve gone off course and need to find the path again and start walking. At the core of his message is this statement: “The men who change history are those who love well.” I think John is right. Love is a force. And John’s brand of love is a force of nature.


This book will push you, comfort you, move you, provoke you, and disrupt you. It is witty and insightful, risky and provocative.


I am so glad to introduce you to my friend John Sowers.


—Bob Goff, New York Times


bestselling author of Love Does















CHAPTER ONE
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The Murdock Files




Manhood feels like a mysterious destination. This is where we start the journey.








I watched helplessly as Kari struggled for her next breath. The room was chock-full of doctors and nurses, with surgeons on call, waiting for our twins to arrive. Kari had been in labor a full day, but it didn’t matter. We had waited nine months and a lifetime.


Now we were ready. Ready to feel those tiny hands squeeze our fingers. Ready to see the color of their eyes. Ready to hear their first cries.


Kari was strong and determined.


She was radiant. Fierce and beautiful like a Nordic queen.


Sahara Rose came out first, squirming like a tadpole. With a head full of raven black hair and compassion on her brow, she was bright and full of spirit and life and soul. We called her Rosie.


Hadassah Ruth came out next, crying and flapping. She was full of music and laughter and sound and joy. The nurses put her on Kari’s chest. Her tiny cries sounded exactly like a little bird, “Laa… Laa… Laa!” So we called her Little Bird.


From somewhere outside my body, I heard myself yell.


Before that moment, I wasn’t sure how I would react. Some men faint or cry. My yell was a mixture of relief and triumph. Until then, I had held every emotion in check: concern, fear, doubt, and excitement. The yell sprang up from some hidden place deep within, booming outward, no longer able to be contained.


After the nurses weighed and cleaned the girls, we held them. They were wrapped and swaddled tight, like little burritos. I held them as if they were made of flower stems and fine china. In those first moments, everything stopped. We were struck, as if by a force. Two gorgeous baby girls—two immortal souls left their home in the womb and entered the world, drawing their first tender breaths. We didn’t say much. We just looked at them and each other, smiling.


I didn’t know what I would feel when they were born. I hadn’t carried them for nine months. Kari already had this built-in connection, as the girls were conceived, formed, and grew in her womb. This was my first touch.


As I held them, my heart doubled in size.


The nagging and bothering things—the things that tried to make me worried and upset—they just slipped away. Slinked back to the waiting room to sit on the stale, mauve-colored hospital couches. They’d be back, but for now they were gone.


Although the doctors and nurses had seen thousands of births, they paused. They stopped and shared our joy. Life had broken through. It was more powerful than any professional numbness they might be tempted to feel. We were all kissed by the supernatural, witnessing something more beautiful than a thousand sunrises.


Our shared joy combusted into a moment of holy silence.


We all got quiet. It felt really true.


We slowly made our way back to our room. Then, without warning, the nurses handed us the babies and walked off. It was nonchalant, like they were handing me a box of pepperoni pizza—“Here you go!” Just like that, the nurses were gone. They didn’t tell us what to do, show us how to hold them, or give us a field guide.


I had no idea.


As I watched the girls that first night, I had two distinct emotions.


One: profound joy.


Two: buck-naked fear.


Full disclosure: I’d felt this way for nine months. I had no idea how to be a dad. I never saw one in action. And I still didn’t really feel like a man.


My friend Bob clued me in a little. He told me as the father of daughters, I was homeland security. Even though I didn’t know what I was doing, I knew how to protect. So I stood guard over them like a stone sentry, hovering over their cribs for most of that first night, watching them breathe, their tiny chests rising and falling.


Little Bird coughed once, so I quickly called the nurse. “Is that normal?” I pleaded. She gave me two thumbs up, smiled, and left again.


I suddenly became fiercely overprotective of my girls and of Kari—which was good, right? My being overprotective was about fear, but it was instinctive and primal. If anyone messed with my family, I wanted to grow Wolverine’s adamantium claws and go into a berserker rage.


I think my fear was more about inadequacy.


I was never good at relating, or dating, or talking with girls, so how could I possibly deal with two more? One was hard enough. Now I was seriously outnumbered. Besides, I grew up bow hunting and breaking stuff. Whenever I needed to “find myself,” I just went into the woods. In my hood, we shot bottle rockets and roman candles at each other. For fun.


Now I was expected to talk about makeup, dresses, and eventually… boys?


Yeah.


Raising girls didn’t feel so instinctive and primal. It felt more like being the only guy trapped in a tea party, with those older women who wear big hats and feather boas. “No… no… no…” the tea ladies would correct me in their British accents. “You poor little man, that is terribly, terribly wrong. Hold the teacup like this.”


How does a guy possibly fit in there?


Sure, I could fake it. But eventually I’d trip over my feather boa and spill tea on someone’s hat. I just don’t belong in a tearoom. It reminds me of something Garrison Keillor once said: “It’s like a bear riding a bicycle. He can be trained to do it for short periods, but he would rather be in the woods doing what bears do there.”1


As I stood watching over my girls that first night, fear stalked me like a dark thing. Like Something Awful conjured up from my childhood—a cousin to one of those hairy, long-armed creatures that lived under my bed. Creepers.


Even if I pulled the covers over my head and pretended to be asleep, Something Awful was still there. Waiting. Breathing its hot, rancid breath on the back of my neck.


As a boy, whenever I got out of bed, I never just stepped off. I leaped for dear life, trying to get several feet of distance. The last thing you want is some Creeper grabbing a’holt of your ankle. Then you’re toast.


I always knew, one day, they would get me. I felt like one of those helpless girls in a horror movie, trying to get away from a stalker. Mysteriously, she falls down again and again and then totally forgets how to run. The stalker is coming… walking… slowly. It’s twitching and foaming at the mouth. All you can do is crawl on all fours. And sob like a little girl.


I suspect a lot of us guys feel this way.


We all face fear. We all face Something Awful.


Whether a job or a relationship, we all face things that test us. Recession. Job loss. Divorce. Death of a spouse, a parent, or a friend. These things require courage and resilience. When we meet Something Awful, he growls at us and makes us wonder if we can take the next step. He makes us question if we’re even men at all.


For me, a surprising thing happened.


When Rosie and Little Bird arrived, I held them and could see in their eyes they needed me. Fear was eclipsed by love and my resolve hardened. Although I didn’t have a clue about being a dad, I loved these girls enough to go to hell and back for them. Even though we’d just met, I’d gladly have a bloody knife fight with the devil to protect them.


Love gave me confidence. Determination.


But I still didn’t know where to start.


Growing up without a dad, granddad, or uncle around, I felt lost at sea. I didn’t have a constant role model for “dad.” Manhood seemed out of reach. Like it belonged to a group of elusive guys somewhere over there.


Those guys had big jawlines and were taller than me. They knew how to fix a V8 engine, frame a house, wrestle a gator, then get home in time to shower, shave with a straight razor, put on a suit, and ride the white horse to the ball.


Around those guys, I felt like a poser.


I felt more like Murdock from The A-Team.


The A-Team is a group of crack commandos imprisoned for crimes they didn’t commit. Now they’re out of prison and are mercenaries for good. They shoot machine guns, fly choppers, blow up stuff, save the girl. Miraculously, no bad guy ever dies. In my mind, the A-Team represents four primal-man archetypes:




	Hannibal is the confident leader who loves it when the plan comes together. And it does, every time. At the end of every show, Hannibal smiles and lights a big, fat Cuban stogie—of which he has an endless supply.


	Face is good with the ladies. He’s always talking and charming his way into and out of trouble. He’s good with words and can handle a machine gun. Face always plays a key role in the master plan.


	B. A. Baracus (played by Mr. T) is the warrior. He has a huge Mohawk, a perma-scowl, and punches his way through everything. He growls a lot and definitely has anger issues. He calls the bad guys “Sucka!” The only thing that ever gets in his way is Murdock.


	Murdock is, well, Murdock. Although he can fly a helicopter, he’s more an unnecessary appendage. In the middle of a fierce gunfight, Murdock is probably up in a tree making bird noises. Or hiding somewhere, dressed as a woman. Or talking incessantly about nothing, which B.A. calls “jibber jabber.” B.A. shouts at Murdock: “Knock off that jibber jabber, Sucka!”





I never felt like Hannibal or Face, as leading other men was foreign. Romancing women seemed like a confusing riddle. I wanted to be hardcore like B.A. but I’m not even strong enough to carry his massive bling.


Most of the time, I just felt like Murdock.


The comic-relief guy. The cop-out. Goofy. Life was much easier as Murdock, because expectations were lower. You didn’t have to be charming, strong, or leaderly. You could just be, well… weird.


Manhood still feels weird.


Like one of those oddball cars in Portland. You see them from time to time, painted lime green, covered with bumper stickers, robot toys, prosthetic limbs, action figures, and deer antlers. Even the hood is covered. It’s like they had a bunch of garage sale stuff that didn’t sell, so they just glued it all over their car.


Manhood feels like I’m spelunking without a flashlight. I’m crawling and bumbling around in the cave, trying to find my way through the bat guano and the blackness and the muck. But I keep bumping into stuff.


Manhood feels hard to hold on to. Slippery.


As a child, I used to break my milk glass nearly every night. True story. I didn’t mean to. I just dropped it. Or set it down too hard. Either way, it ended up on the floor in pieces. It got so bad that my mom put my milk in plastic cups and left them on the kitchen counter. Whenever I got thirsty, I had to walk from the living room to the kitchen to get my cup.


I still break stuff.


Add Williams-Sonoma to The Places I Could Never Work list.


The man-skills we are expected to have—fixing a leaky faucet, wielding steel, changing the oil, chopping down trees, hooking up the TV, punching a wolf in the face—in these things, I feel woefully inadequate. If manhood is connected to the stereotypical man-skills, I’m a goner. And in our post–industrial revolution world, there are rare few sacred man spaces left.


One is in front of the BBQ grill.


Another is around power tools.


A third is under the hood of a car.


But when my car breaks, I go to the mechanic. When he asks what is wrong with my car, I’m lost. No idea. I can’t tell the difference between the fan belt and the flux capacitor. So I bluff. The mechanic takes one look at me, and usually has mercy. He acts nice; he acts like he can’t tell I’m bluffing. But he knows. He knows.


I’m sure he meets a lot of guys who bluff. And when he finally tells me the car diagnosis, I smile and nod. Just smile and nod. Sometimes it feels like I smile and nod my way through life.


I violate most of the unspoken rules of manhood:




• I ask for driving directions.


• I get lost in Home Depot.


• I need help fixing stuff.





Case in point: I tried to replace our bathtub stopper. I pushed and turned and grunted for about forty-five minutes. Nothing. Nada. Fail. I finally resigned myself to asking my wife for help. With a smile, she instantly popped it into place.


From somewhere deep inside, I heard Mr. T whisper, Sucka!


The other day, I had to call my father-in-law to tell me how to start the lawn mower. Our lawn had, over the past several weeks, turned into something akin to a rain forest. But as he explained how to operate the mower, he might as well have been speaking Turkish. Something about thirty-weight engine oil, priming the pump, rolling the starter, and igniting the Bram Stoker.


I didn’t get it all.


I tried to start it. I really did.


I primed and pumped and poured gas and pulled the cord. Again and again and again. At the end of two hours, all I had was a gas puddle on the garage floor, and the mower just sat there, staring at me. I swear it was laughing. So I yanked it out of the garage and threw it on the driveway for spite.


It stayed there for two days.


But I’ve always been a glass-half-full kind of guy. So I decided to ditch the lawn mower idea; I might just be more of a weed-eater man. I had visions of me wearing gnarly, postapocalyptic, Book of Eli flight goggles. Some big, crusty, steel-toed boots. Urban camo shorts and fingerless gloves. A wicked machete strapped to my back. I would become The Avengean, slinging my machete and flaying weeds into a swift and certain demise.


After a bit of online weed-eater research, I put on my Carhartts and Justin boots, then went to Home Depot. After strutting around, spitting, and acting like an old pro, I picked one of the best weed-eaters I could find, an Echo. It had all the bells and whistles, like an extreme-weed setting, voice activation, and zombie-chopping mode.


Boom.


When I got home, I realized I needed a specific alchemy, an oil-gas mixture, to start it. No biggie. So I went back to Home Depot and bought a gas can, went to the gas station, and got a couple gallons of petrol. Then, I created my sludge fuel, filled the tank, and primed that sucker.


After two hours of busted-knuckle frustration, it finally started. With a devilish grin, I chopped and thrashed weeds for about fourteen seconds.


Then the orange plastic string broke off.


Something Awful wheezed and choked on a laugh.


I’m still not sure why that stuff breaks so easy. Can someone please make some heavy-duty weed-eater string stuff? Okay, I thought, I can do this. So I took off my goggles and, using a screwdriver, took the head off to install more plastic string.


When I did, screws and parts and bolts flew out all over the driveway. A million pieces. So I punted. Put all the pieces in a glass mason jar and waited for my father-in-law to come back into town. I guess we would have weeds a few more weeks.


Yesterday, Kari asked me to assemble and install one of our baby car seats. “Of course,” I replied. Undaunted. How hard can that be? I mean, they are baby seats. It’s not like rebuilding a Hummer.


But after about ten minutes, I realized I needed a Ph.D. in engineering and ten years’ hard-labor experience to do it. Or a crack squad of NASA rocket scientists. I worked and pulled and tugged and gritted my teeth.


Nope.


A little later, Kari brought out the other car seat, perfectly assembled and ready for action. Wow, I thought, she’s good.


Curious, I asked her, “Well done! How did you do that so fast?”


“I didn’t,” she replied. “Meredith did.”


“Meredith, as in our seventeen-year-old babysitter, Meredith?”


“Yep.”


“Seriously?”


“Yes. And I can ask her to do the other one if you want.”


“Uh… okay.”


My inner Mr. T fell silent. Then he shook his head in disgust and walked away.


I need directions. A compass. A blueprint.


Manhood feels like a mysterious destination. Like a remote ManCave with lots of bearded men, and smoke and fire and drum circles. The bearded men don’t talk a lot; they just grunt and eat red meat. Somehow, they have man-skills. They aren’t trying to prove anything. They’re just simply men-in-the-raw. Undomesticated and unfettered. Somehow they are the initiated. They drink deep from the draughts of manhood.


For me, this book is about getting to the ManCave.















CHAPTER TWO
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Man Guides




Our greatest challenge as men is to carry our assigned weight.







But it’s not like Gandalf shows up at my door with a bunch of swarthy dwarves to help me find the way. Even though that would be odd, it would be clear. I would have a guide. A mentor. Direction.


Gandalf would have a crusty old map, or a talisman, or something cool to help me find the ManCave. Sure, there might be trolls, massive spiders, werebears, goblins, dragons, and a demented Halfling that wants to eat me.


But at least I would know the way.


In my current state, asking me to find the ManCave is sketchy. It’s like someone blindfolded me, spun me around, and told me to pin the tail on the donkey. What I don’t know is the donkey lives in Tibet. The joke’s on me. I try to pin the tail, I really do. But I wander around aimlessly, then wind up somewhere really random. Like Rancho Cucamonga.


Getting to the ManCave is a flimsy, overgrown path. It’s jagged and full of thorns. It runs through haunted woods, tunneling under dark mountains, and through long miles of swamps and endless bogs. I think the biggest reason we don’t know the way is because many of us have never seen it.


We have never seen a man walk the path.


Sure, we grew up watching men on-screen. Harrison Ford running from boulders. Denzel Washington prowling across the apocalypse. Dave Grohl singing with vein-popping intensity. Guys, who from the outside, seem to weigh heavy on the man-scale.


But we haven’t really seen a man. Up close.


We haven’t grown up alongside men.


We haven’t seen a man plow his fields. Work the steel mills. Use his leathery hands on the plough. We haven’t seen the preindustrial-revolution man labor with sweat and bone. We haven’t seen a generation fight to save the world. We haven’t seen a man fish long days, hunt for dinner, or pray on his knees.


Unlike our forefathers, we are indoors.


We live crammed into claustrophobic airplane seats and soulless cubicles. We are tucked away in hipster coffee shops. Or gathered around the plastic-veneered conference room table. We work in climate-controlled air, with moisturized and manicured hands, typing on our MacBooks and iPads.


We have nothing to hunt or gather. No one to fight.


And we haven’t grown up in the company of men. We have limited exposure, especially to the men in our own homes—our fathers. Jay Z puts words to our story:




You know my pop left when I was young. He didn’t teach me how to be a man, nor how to raise a child, or treat a woman. Right? So of course, my karma, the two things I need I don’t have. Right? And I have a daughter. It’s the paranoia of not being a great dad.1





Amen. How can we be great dads when we’re not even sure how to be men? How can we be husbands and fathers when we’ve never seen one? When Dad is not around, we just make our own conclusions.


My conclusions were that men were a rare, endangered species, like Snuffleupagus. They were like my T-ball coaches, scruffy and oily. They smoked pipes, drove old Jeep Grand Cherokees, and chewed tobacco.


Coach Castle hid behind thick-rimmed glasses, the kind of two-toned jobbies you saw in the seventies. He didn’t talk a lot, other than the sparse “good job,” or “keep your head down.” This made him hard to figure. So I just stared at him, squinting, like he was standing with his back to the afternoon sun.


I was drawn to him. I don’t know what it was, he just emitted the secret man-vibe. I felt calmer around him. Protected. I felt temporary acceptance, like I was a visitor to his man-fraternity. And hopefully, someday, I’d be invited to join.


We’ve seen different guys play the role.


I imagine seeing them at the neighborhood pool.


Gym Guy and Huge Pickup Truck Guy are doing cannonballs.


Huge Pickup Truck Guy has a huge 750 T-Rex. It has 50-inch wheels, flames and skulls on the side, and a license plate that says “BIG UN.” When he fires it up, it sounds like a pack of growling wolves.


Every morning, he picks up Gym Guy and they ride together to work out. Gym Guy carries a gallon of water and a backpack full of protein powder. He has barbed wire tattoos, blond tips, and he tans too much, which gives his skin an angry red tint. On the way to the gym, they crank up Nickelback.


At the gym, they grunt and test themselves. Unlike their post–industrial revolution brothers, they work with their hands. They own the macho, tough-guy man vibe. Bravado. This Bravado Man is easy to latch on to. He talks loud and has a gaggle of nodding followers.


Something seems amiss. Behind the tattoos and loud trucks seems to be an insecurity, an over-concern about others. Bravado Man wants street cred—and he’s determined to prove to everyone else he has it. There’s definitely nothing wrong with owning a truck or working out. But we settle for less when our identity is tied to a bench press or a truck.


At the other end of the pool, Adultlescent Man Guy.


He is shooting a water gun at the lifeguard. He’s trapped in perpetual adolescence. Unemployed but content. He spends long days playing video games. Stuck as a squandering man-boy-child. Unable to step into adulthood, he’s a willing victim to his own low expectations. With no vision, his story is small and self-centered.


Playing over in the kiddie pool, we find MotherBoy. He wears orange floaties and swims beside Mom. He is safe, well manicured, and he apologizes for everything. His life feels like one big apology. When he sees Huge Pickup Truck Guy at the water fountain, he breaks eye contact.


He is like Buster from Arrested Development. Buster attends an annual dance with his mom called MotherBoy. The other boys at the dance are preteens. Buster and his mom, Lucille, have attended MotherBoy for twenty years. Lucille rants to Michael, the responsible brother. She says, “Now that your father has deserted us, Buster is impossible to control. Suddenly, he’s too much of a big-shot to brush Mother’s hair.”2


MotherBoy lives frustrated. Trapped in the middle of who he is and who Mom wants him to be. He brags about Mom, then lashes out. Defends her, then dates her rival. He joins the Army to spite her, hissing, “Take that, Mother!”


I give these guys a hard time, because I see a lot of them in me.


But I have met a few Man Guides along the way.


Rare men who pointed me to True North. It’s hard to say how I found them—I guess I recognized manhood when I saw it. The man-soul has weight, gravity.


My friend Joshua e-mailed me a picture of one of these Guides.


His name is Salvatore.


In the picture, Salvatore is receiving the Congressional Medal of Honor, the highest honor our country gives. At the time, he was the only living recipient in the past forty years. Since Vietnam, the award had been granted nine times—all posthumously.


His Army unit was stationed in Northeast Afghanistan, in a place called Korengal Valley. Korengal was a center of terrorist activity, and ground zero for bloodshed. The soldiers called it “The Valley of Death,” because in three years, forty-two American soldiers were killed in the Valley. Hundreds of others were wounded.


Around midnight, Salvatore’s unit was on patrol, walking single-file down a rocky ridge. After moving 100 yards from base…


Hell exploded.


Terrorists opened fire from thirty feet away. Unloaded AK-47 rifles, RPGs, and two heavy machine guns. The fighting was so close the Apache choppers overhead could not return fire, in fear of hitting their own men.


Pause: An RPG is a rocket-propelled grenade, roughly the size of a deflated football, fired from the shoulder. They’re used to blow up helicopters, armored cars, and tanks. If one of these rockets hit your friendly neighborhood Prius, it would flip it over backward and turn it into a charred husk. Now, imagine having these things shot at you from the other side of the coffee shop.


The man on point was hit by multiple bullets and knocked flat. Another man was shot in the helmet, and went spinning to the ground. It was a well-planned ambush. They were sitting ducks. Trapped under an avalanche of bullets and rockets, the unit scrambled to find cover. Because of their position, the best they could do was hide behind limited cover and wait for backup.


But Salvatore knew there were fallen men ahead.


So he charged.


He threw grenades and used the explosions for cover. Running blindly in the dark, he wasn’t sure of where he was going or where the enemy was.


He had to move. Forward.


He was shot twice. Even though his Kevlar vest was designed to stop a bullet, it still felt like taking a 150 mph fastball in the chest. But he got back up. Threw grenades. Pressed on. Got closer.


Salvatore charged through the wall of gunfire and rockets because his friends were still out there. Finally, he reached the first man. After he checked on the man, another soldier arrived and gave medical care to stop the bleeding.


But there was still another man down. So Salvatore went back into the fray. Bullets were throwing up dirt all around him. It was too dark to aim, so Salvatore shot at enemy muzzle flashes.


He was close. As he crested a small hill, he saw the unthinkable: Two enemies were dragging away one of his friends. Salvatore never stopped.


He rushed forward and shot both enemies, killing one and wounding the other, who fled. He reached his fallen friend, who was badly wounded and bleeding. They were still being fired upon. Somehow Salvatore managed to drag him back to a makeshift cover, and then he worked for an hour to stop his bleeding.


The medevac finally arrived and the Apaches cleared the hills of the enemy. When the battle was over, every man had a bullet hole or shrapnel in his gear. Five were wounded. Two men gave their lives. During the award ceremony, the president gave these remarks:




Staff Sergeant Salvatore Giunta, repeatedly and without hesitation, you charged forward through extreme enemy fire, embodying the warrior ethos that says, “I will never leave a fallen friend.” Your actions disrupted a devastating ambush before it could claim more lives. Your courage prevented the capture of an American soldier. Salvatore risked his life for his fellow soldiers—because they would risk their lives for him. That’s what fueled his bravery—not just the urgent impulse to have their backs but the absolute confidence that they had his.3





Salvatore risked his life for his friends.


When honored, he deflected the credit. He insisted he was just doing his job. He was being a sergeant. Fittingly, “Salvatore” means savior.


History is built on the shoulders of men like Salvatore.


Men who stand firm in the face of fear. Charge headlong into the impossible. Rise above evil and terror and limitation. Sacrifice their lives for others. Fight injustice. End slavery. Overthrow dictators. Rescue the oppressed and become a voice for the voiceless. The legacies of these men inspire us, and if we let them, they invite us into greatness.


My life feels a million miles away from Korengal Valley. I’ve never been an Army Ranger. I’ve never flown an Apache or an A-10 Warthog. When I hear about Salvatore, something dormant comes alive in me.


Something awakens.


This also happens when I watch movies about those who sacrifice for the greater good. I get motivated, have a brief awakening, then settle back down into numb domestication. I hear the comforting voices of the tea ladies. They pat me on the head and say, “Come sit back down, honey. Calm down. Have a cookie.”


I like the tea ladies. They smell like dehydrated rose petals. They make good biscotti. They watch soap operas, and they have shelves of old, dusty books without jackets. They are gentle souls and never kick me out of their club.


But when I overstay my welcome, my vision gets blurry, like one of those long-exposure pictures of the highway. You can see the red and the white lights of cars streaming by, but nothing is in focus. The call of the wild grows faint.


Whenever I leave the tearoom and head back to the woods, I find clarity.


I remember standing ankle deep in the living movement of the White River. It was the dawn of my twentieth birthday, eleven days before Midsummer’s Eve, but still the spring of my journey.


I walked downstream. A few hundred yards from my tent, I surprised a white-tailed buck. He still had his summer velvet on his antlers. After he left, only the cliffs and the crisp mountain air remained.


Standing in those clear waters, I closed my eyes and reflected on my first twenty years of life. And how I wanted to live the next twenty. I thought about what kind of man I was becoming—and dreamed about the man I wanted to be at forty.


In that water, I knew I could do anything. These moments fuel possibility and awaken imagination. Awaken me to the wildness of the masculine soul. These moments call me to something more.


How do we step out of the tea party and onto the treacherous path? How do we transcend the mundane, the routine, and the ordinary? What separates the millions clamoring for greatness from the one like Salvatore?


Honestly, I don’t know. But his story tells me:


Men stand tallest when they stand for others.


I felt this when I became a dad. I had stood for others before—family or friends or teammates. When my girls were born, the protector voice was louder than the voice of fear. It surprised me. It felt right, deeply right. I liked being a protector.


You can see the protector even in young boys.


I heard about a seven-year-old boy who shielded his younger brother and friend from a rabid dog. He grabbed the two boys—who were four years old—and threw them under a car while he fought off the dog. He fought for a long time, until a man finally came to their rescue with a shovel.


The great stories are other-centered.


They fly in the face of self-absorption. They stand in opposition to the enticing lures of self-love. Cowardice is, after all, heightened self-interest. Soldiers don’t flee with the intention of hurting others. In fact, they’re not thinking of others at all. They’re just trying to save themselves.


God hardwired men to live and die for others.


As Salvatore said, this is our job. Our responsibility. Salvatore’s story is a bold contrast against the millions of dads who bail. A man is like my cousin, NoRemo, a Marine who quietly and faithfully served two tours in Iraq. A man is Semper Fi—always faithful.


But our Great Temptation is to escape.


We want to shirk our responsibilities. Men are ditching jobs. Families. We are tempted to have a midlife crisis, to move to a secluded beach, date another woman, and forget everything and everyone for whom we are responsible.


This is part of the Curse. The thorns and thistles of our work and life get painful and tiring and old. We just want to get away.


But men are like pickup trucks—we do best when we have weight in the truck bed. On icy roads, we tend to skid around when there is no weight over the rear tires. We perform best when we carry a load, when others count on us. This is when we rise, when we find our strength.


Our greatest challenge as men is to carry our assigned weight.


Carrying our weight means doing the things only we can do, the things which we are responsible. Our thoughts, our actions, and our words. One of our most crucial responsibilities is our relationship with our family. With the Almighty. Being faithful in the small things at work. Being a brother and a loyal friend. Serving the greater community. The specifics look different for each one of us. We may not know how to carry our weight, but love calls us to figure it out.


We are all tempted to despair, to get discouraged and stall out. Or we’re tempted to avoid the weight by getting lost in leisure, in games and sports and chasing does. We pursue pleasure and are free rangers, but all the while, our unused work tools are left in the shed—dull and rusty.


This man has no vision for stewarding his gifts—or making the most out of his time. He coasts along, living for his own self-amusement. George MacDonald tells this man, “You can’t live on amusement. It’s the froth on the water—an inch deep, and then the mud.”


Since the first man, Adam, we have struggled with fidelity. We want to dump the weight. And many do. Men are wilting, leaving. Bailing out on life, spouses, and families. The evening news is littered with the wreckage. Other men never bail, but never fully engage either. They never pick up the weight.


They just go limp, passive.


They isolate themselves. Get lost in Sports Center. In the Walking Dead zombie apocalypse, or under the armchair numbers of Fantasy Football. We dream about the life we wish we had. So we dump our weight for others to carry.


Some men numb out, overeat, oversleep, avoid. We live in a hazy, alcoholic fog—wasting away on cheap beer, while the world goes madly on. No one can carry our weight for us. It is ours alone to carry. Our legacy is made or marred by how we carry it.


Millions quit. Others stand firm under the weight. And when we do, we find our strength. I think being a man is making the stubborn, daily choice to carry our own weight, even when all hell breaks loose around us.
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