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Introduction





“Experience is often only shadow-work; wisdom is turning toward the light. Many lessons don’t add up to understanding.” —Plato; Heraclitus1

This book began with a simple moment. I was hiking with Morrie, my big brown dog, along a winding trail that climbed into hills that felt almost like mountains. We reached a bench overlooking a vast, shimmering lake. As we sat together, me holding his leash so he wouldn’t bound after a chipmunk that was skirting along the side of a cliff, a realization came clear: experience isn’t the whole story. To truly grow, we also need knowledge and reflection.

Not long before, my wife, Libby, had retired. Within weeks, we bought a fifth-wheel RV, hitched it up, and set out on a multi-year journey. We roamed through southern Alberta, up to Prince Rupert, through the Okanagan, in British Columbia, and spent the winter of 2024–25 in sunny Arizona. By spring, we were back in Canada and, as usual, chose a spot on the map we had never visited before.

The road to the campsite was narrow and winding. Cell service was unreliable, and I was ready to look for a spot big enough to turn our trailer around when we finally saw it: a forested park with a bright lake, green hills, and a dog beach that Morrie immediately claimed as his kingdom. We booked two nights, stayed four, and on day three, the regional supervisor strolled up and asked, “Would you two like to be camp hosts?”

It was an easy decision. We signed on as volunteer ambassadors with a few paid hours each week, performing light duties like site checks, wood splitting, and guest greetings. The work was simple; the pay covered our expenses, and the rest of the time we could fish, paddleboard, and enjoy the lake. No shirt. No tie. No dress pants. Yes, I wore shorts to work.

Within weeks, though, I noticed cracks in the way the park was run. Friendly people with leadership styles pulled straight from another era. Then came the conversation that crystallized it:

Me: Where did you do your training?

CEO: What training? Growing up here taught me everything I needed to know.

I’ve stumbled into this same trap myself, relying too heavily on experience without balancing it with learning or reflection. I’ve also seen it play out in media and education, when one pillar tries to hold up the whole structure.

Experience matters! It’s something to be proud of. But it is only one part of the equation.

I once spoke with an executive I respect who told me she always scans résumés first for experience. Then she added, “But I also need to see evidence that this person can adapt and learn.”

Her words echoed beyond the hiring process; they were really about life. To thrive, we need more than a history of doing; we need the capacity to learn and the courage to reflect.

Over the years, I’ve come to value three pillars: experience, knowledge, and reflection. Together, they create a foundation strong enough to hold wisdom; the kind that not only knows what works but also understands what’s right.

Defining the Pillars

Here’s how I use these terms:


	Experience: what we have done and lived through: the raw material of our days.


	Knowledge: the understanding we gain through education, study, or lessons learned from others.


	Reflection: the pause that turns experience and knowledge into meaning, asking, “What does this really teach me?”





Together, these pillars support something larger: wisdom — the capacity to act with perspective, discernment, and care.

The Roadmap Ahead

This book isn’t a textbook or a manual; it’s a journey. It’s a reflection on what I have seen, learned, and stumbled over. Think of it as a path we’ll walk together, with stops, turns, and a few surprises along the way. We’ll begin with the illusion that experience alone can make us wise, then test that assumption against the limits of the familiar. We’ll pick up the missing lens of knowledge, stretch it through learning, and step into the uncomfortable spaces where wisdom begins to take shape.

Along the way, we’ll see what happens when knowledge and experience collide, and how to hold steady between control and chaos. Finally, we’ll bring the pillars together, apply them in real life, and consider what it means to leave wisdom as a legacy.

Experience (Chapters 1, 2)

The Mirage of Experience, why time served doesn’t always translate into growth.

The Limits of the Familiar, routines and traditions can lock us into narrow thinking.

Knowledge (Chapters 3, 4)

Knowledge as the Missing Lens, why fresh perspectives are essential.

Expanding the Mind Through Structured Learning, how intentional study stretches what we think we know.

Reflection (Chapters 5, 6, 7)

Wisdom Beyond the Comfort Zone, The transformation that comes from risk and challenge.

When Knowledge and Experience Collide, Navigating the friction between habit and new information.

The Space Between Control and Chaos, Why balance and adaptability matter.

Integration & Legacy (Chapters 8, 9, 10)

Completion of Wisdom, weaving experience, knowledge, and reflection into a whole.

Applying Wisdom in the Real World, turning theory into decisions that last.

From Wisdom to Legacy, passing wisdom forward with humility and curiosity.

Before we set out, I need to admit something. Friends who know me best have reminded me, and I’ve come to see it myself, that ego has often been my most significant stumbling block. At times, I’ve expected my degrees, my experience, or my credentials to do the heavy lifting: to earn respect, smooth the way, or prove I belonged. Instead, that posture sometimes created distance instead of connection.

Even the frustrations that nudged me toward writing this book, like my time as a camp host, carried that lesson. I wanted recognition; what I really needed was relationships.

This isn’t a book written from a place of having conquered ego. It comes from wrestling with it, and from discovering — sometimes painfully — that wisdom doesn’t come from proving yourself. It comes from humbling yourself enough to keep learning.

Who This Book Is For

This book is especially for those in the middle stretch of leadership: managers, educators, and professionals with hard-won experience but still flexible enough to grow. These are the years when decisions carry weight, teams look to you for direction, and the habits you form will shape the rest of your career.

If I had encountered a book like this in my 30s or 40s, when I was stepping into leadership roles in broadcasting and later in education, it might have given me language for what I was experiencing and saved me from repeating a few painful lessons.

That said, wisdom has no age limit. Leaders further along may find affirmation: a few “ah-ha” moments that clarify what they’ve developed intuitively. Some will find new terms for old truths, or a fresh perspective on what they’ve long known. And for those just starting out, this book can serve as a compass. It won’t eliminate the need for experience, but it may shorten the path from doing to knowing to wisdom.

An Invitation

Wherever you find yourself on that journey, this book is an invitation: to pause, to reflect, and to see your work and your life through a wider lens.

Experience will always be where we start. But it should never be where we stop. So, let’s take the road less travelled and discover the wisdom we can find. 






1.
      This quote is a fusion of two different sources. It is inspired by Plato’s Republic (Book VII, 514a–520a) and Heraclitus, Fragment 40, The Presocratic Philosophers (Kirk, Raven, & Schofield, 1983).
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THE MIRAGE OF EXPERIENCE 





“Experience is a dear teacher, but fools will learn at no other.” — Benjamin Franklin.1

This book begins with a problem: experience can be both a great teacher and a terrible one. We value it highly; we list it first on job applications, we seek it in mentors, and we use it to justify decisions. But without reflection, challenge, and adaptation, experience can stagnate. It can become a loop, endlessly repeating while convincing us we are growing. This chapter explores the danger of unexamined repetition, why it is so easy to fall into, and how to recognize when experience has stopped guiding you and started haunting you.

I’ve met people with thirty years of experience, and people with one year of experience repeated thirty times. Unfortunately, many in the second group think they are in the first. Malcolm Gladwell popularized the idea that mastery takes 10,000 hours of practice, but I have never fully agreed with that blanket number. It depends on the skill, the context, and, most importantly, the quality of the practice. Thirty years in a role does not guarantee mastery if those years are spent on autopilot. Real growth comes from deliberate practice: focusing on improvement, seeking feedback, and making adjustments. Without that, “years of experience” often amount to the same year repeated, with no progress toward excellence.

That is the mirage. Longevity in a role may look impressive from a distance. It glitters on a résumé and sounds reassuring in a job interview. But up close, you sometimes find the same patterns, the same assumptions, the same mistakes, just lived again and again. As I will explore later in this book, meaningful experience is not measured in years alone. It comes from deliberate application, solving real problems, adapting to new situations, deepening understanding, improving decisions, and fostering personal growth. That is when and where experience truly shines.

One summer, I watched a regional supervisor run a meeting with no agenda, no objectives, and no real consideration for his staff ’s needs. Weeks earlier, employees had submitted feedback on organizational problems. Rather than meeting people individually to understand their perspectives and returning with a plan, he gathered everyone into a single large group. He arrived with two boxes of donuts and a cooler of drinks, declaring he “just wants everyone to get along.”

This “food and goodwill” approach is a common trap in leadership. Tradition often disguises itself as effectiveness, and gestures of kindness can be mistaken for strategy. For a moment, the oohs and aahs over the donuts created the illusion of progress, but it quickly faded. The real issues remained untouched, and the room was no closer to resolution. The meeting devolved into name-calling and negative energy. By the time it ended, morale was not just unchanged: it was worse.
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