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  Part 1: Prep Work


  
1. Into Unknowing



  This book offers readers an understanding of the converging social, economic, and environmental crises we all face, while recognizing that absolute truth is beyond reach. It’s for those who wish to perceive the interconnections of our challenges and explore perspectives that may help us respond in our own unique ways. The subject of collapse is powerful. Depending on how it’s taken, it can be helpful or toxic.


  In this book, I invite you to explore and engage with a difficult subject without falling into the pitfalls of toxic positivity or total pessimism. If you are comfortable existing in a state of not knowing, of uncertainty, while still moving forward according to your own compass, this book is for you. This is an opportunity to grieve, acknowledge our losses, and contemplate how to respond. It is an analysis of our global situation that does not seek solutions for maintaining our current way of life but focuses on facing and responding to this century’s potential for profound loss, transformation, and opportunity.


  Collapse is divided into three parts: Prep Work (Chapters 1–3), Predicament (Chapters 4–9), and Responses (Chapters 10–12). The first section brings awareness to common mental, emotional, and cultural barriers towards the subject. The middle section explores what collapse is, why there is no “fix,” and the conditions that led to this predicament. The final section suggests some responses and helpful ways to approach the future.


  Many people may not be interested in collapse, but collapse is interested in humanity. We live in apocalyptic times. Recalling the ancestral meaning of that phrase, these revelatory times uncover what has been hiding in plain sight. For thousands of years, various entities have been at play—narratives, groups, and forces—herding humanity towards this moment of reckoning. This pushing and pulling has mostly taken place outside our conscious awareness. The changes that are emerging now are dynamic, and any attempts to control them will fail. The only way out of this wild ride is through.


  Our individual and collective shadows have been ignored and suppressed for far too long, and now they are bursting out. Around us, most of humanity has traveled down a certain singular path. This path is self-reinforcing: the further we go, the more resistance there is to taking a different direction. Naturally, along this path exists a point of no return—and from multiple angles, it looks like we have crossed that point.


  What is the true face of humanity? Can we look at ourselves without idealizing or condemning who we are? Can we observe with equanimity what repulses us or what we aren’t aware of?


   


  There are those who see, those who see when shown, and those who don’t want to see. This book is not for the latter. Not everyone is ready to ingest this powerful medicine. This journey is neither quick nor easy, and it may lead to a spiral of understanding and uncertainty, maturity and grief, agency and accountability. But it’s a much-needed rite of passage in these times of unprecedented change. If adequately digested, there’s a certain liberation and understanding to be found, but also a shared responsibility to bear.


  As a collective, humanity will undergo this rite relatively soon. But those of us who can embark on this journey ahead of time may be empowered to help guide others as they become ready, allowing them to find their own paths without making the usual mistakes of propagating counterproductive mindsets, ideas, and actions.


  Reading this book will hopefully give you a more realistic perspective on what’s happening. Making wiser decisions is a benefit of having a view that better aligns with reality. But the best reason for undertaking this journey is to honor the times we are living in. At this moment, everything is on the cusp. What we do or don’t do matters a lot. And the stakes are as high as they can get. It is urgent, yet it can’t be rushed. Jumping hastily into action will be counterproductive.


  In this book, I offer a perspective on why we are experiencing such an extreme imbalance between nature and humanity, as well as on the complexity of the metacrisis (i.e., the underlying crisis driving the interconnected global crises, also called the polycrisis). The final chapters share broad suggestions on how we could respond in wiser ways. This book is for anyone who has felt or suspects that we are going in the wrong direction at an increasing pace, and for whom the reasons to believe otherwise are fading away.


  If you believe, without the slightest doubt, that modernity and civilization are invulnerable or immortal and that their current challenges are just minor obstacles, this book is not for you. However, if you suspect that humankind is doing its best to tackle the converging crises with its current tools, perspectives, and challenges, and that our default responses are not working, then perhaps you are ready to consider that things may not go as humanity expects. Life happens, after all.


  To help you decide if you should read this book, consider how many of the following statements strongly resonate with you:


  
    	You put considerable effort into making people see you as you want to be seen.



    	Uncertainty makes you feel very anxious.



    	Considering multiple options makes you feel overwhelmed and immobilized.



    	The lack of concrete solutions to the world’s problems makes you feel hopeless.



    	Science and modern technology hold the answers to our global problems.



    	We already have solutions to our global issues and just need the will to implement them.



    	There are groups of people who have all the answers.


  


  If you agree strongly with the sentiment in most of those statements, this book may not be for you at this time.1   


  If you are heavily invested in the existing system of business as usual, it might be challenging to see how things really are; you may not be prepared to examine the contradictions in your assumptions.


  If you read a substantial amount of this book and feel you can’t continue, I suggest you complete it anyway, at your own pace, and maintain some distance from what doesn’t resonate with you. Partially reading it might get you started on this journey, but you may find yourself in a state of fear or despair without clear guidance on navigating those challenging stages in a way that isn’t toxic. There’s a list of peer-support resources at the end of this book. Proceed with caution. If this book isn’t right for you at the present moment, please give it to someone else.


  I invite you to explore the roots of the polycrisis, its magnitude and complexity, and the changes that may need to take place in us to respond wisely. This book suggests responses to consider and responses to avoid. It’s essential not to react in a way that causes more suffering.


   


  In writing this, I acknowledge that what I perceive is filtered by my nature and nurture—who I am and how I was raised—and that some biases that I’m not aware of also influence me. I don’t know for sure what is happening or what will happen. This “unknowing” puts me slightly at ease and allows more clarity to pass through. The mind of an expert believes it knows everything and thus is rigid, but a “learner’s mind” is open to what is.


  Throughout this book, I share a thoroughly researched perspective on where we stand collectively, as well as relevant ideas I’ve encountered throughout my life. Some of these ideas have lingered in my mind and—mostly through unconscious processes—transformed into insights. Some of those insights were further clarified and strengthened by my own observations.


  How could anyone write about this complex topic in a way that doesn’t lead to responses which cause added suffering? No one can know when they set out how their writing will be received; this is a humbling lesson for all writers. I had no option but to let go and trust the unfolding. I strove for self-honesty, to maintain a healthy balance of attachment and detachment, to be present in the process rather than seeking specific outcomes, and to be grounded in the miracle and sacredness of life.


   


  The origins of the universe and of life are surrounded by mystery, but there’s no shortage of stories. The biological evidence points towards a long, winding path of miracles, adversity, grit, evolution, diversity, and change.


  Life’s emergence was facilitated by the inherent principles of the universe. There are many names for these forces and laws, but often these names carry the baggage of old dogmas. Life is emergent and self-organizing, and it has a fractal nature. It doesn’t possess a central command. Life taps into the inner ancestral wisdom that connects it to its source. There are no systems of governance; the life force itself is self-governing. Life is fractal in that it’s cyclical, as in a spiral. It is always in flux because reality itself is in flux. There’s also a repetitiveness to life—to an extent, its parts resemble other parts: as above, so below; as within, so without. Life has a nesting-doll aspect.


  The same forces that make physical objects go up and down, acting through energy and matter, also act on life. Life plays by universal rules. The dance emerges from harmony. We may notice patterns in the dance, through scientific methods or plain observation, but there will always be a high degree of mystery. However, there is a purpose, a directional force traveling alongside the arrow of time. This “purpose” is trending towards increased complexity in the expressions of life and increased inter-relationships.


   


  We are the dust of the stars and the rays of sunlight shining on our skin. We are the soil where plants grow. We are the oxygen inhaled and the carbon dioxide exhaled. We are the water flowing through our own veins and within each of our cells. We are the energy tingling in our chests and limbs. We are the present moment. We are our ancestors and our descendants. We are the ripples left on this Earth, and thus, we are the Earth.


  The insights of non-separation or interbeing help us to see the Earth as a self-organizing superorganism—Mother Earth or Gaia. People from all walks of life have perceived this insight. For any given planet, what are the chances of having clean, drinkable water falling from the sky, moderate temperatures and seasonal cycles, and a sun to energize the plants and animals? The Earth, with its magnetic field, protects itself from cosmic radiation as it orbits the sun at an unimaginable speed, and its atmosphere maintains a fairly stable temperature. How did beautiful sandy beaches or awe-inspiring mountains come about? The gifts of air, land, water, and the sun shouldn’t be taken for granted. Our ancestors warned us against that.


   


  I recently stumbled upon a dark impulse present in our shared reality. I felt and saw its signs a long time ago, but it’s only now that I’ve connected the dots. It is not the impulse for death, since life and death are two sides of the same coin. No, this impulse is something else. It says “No” to life. This impulse is a negation of life, of being an embodied organism and all that comes with it. This force seeks the void, annihilation, and extinction. It’s the voice saying “Jump!” when we are at the edge of a cliff. And this impulse has taken hold of a portion of humanity, leading it to undermine its own foundations. Yet this impulse is a symptom, not the cause.


  This impulse is here for a reason. It’s a natural force. We are caught in the interplay of creation, destruction, and extinction. As localizations of the cosmic whole, we are choosing our fate at every moment. Do we consciously choose to be creators of reality, helping to shape the unfolding of life despite the challenges we face? Or do we let these mostly unconscious impulses keep us on a path towards the abyss?


   


  How do we face reality without looking away? How do we ground ourselves in the sacredness of life? How do we embrace the feelings that arise in our hearts? And how do we respond in true service to ourselves, others, future generations, and life itself? These questions guided me as I wrote this book.


   


  The Earth has gone through extreme challenges before. In the past, there were five major extinction events. And our direct ancestors, in different forms, have lived through them all—our lineage goes back to unicellular life. Some of those mass extinctions occurred in the course of unimaginable catastrophes, under circumstances that make nuclear war seem like a walk in the park. We are the continuation of those survivors’ sustained efforts, pains, and joys. Despite all the adversity, they survived and shared the gift of life with us.


  Among the multiple crises of our era, considering whether industrial civilization could suffer a major decline in the near future is a worthy use of our time. If it’s a real possibility, it doesn’t mean that all is lost and there’s nothing worth doing. The moment we find ourselves in has enormous potential. As we stand on the cusp of change, this moment represents an opportunity to have a leveraged impact on our collective future.


  Are you willing to go beyond your comfort zone? It’s okay if you aren’t. Whatever your choice, I encourage you to stay true to your own wisdom. The subject of collapse is best understood through gradual immersion. Too much, too fast can be a recipe for disaster. Take your time.


  This chapter is a signpost, a moment to consider following your intuition. Pause and focus on your heart. Would you like to know what’s happening and consider the possible responses? Or would you prefer not to know?
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  I have always perceived something odd regarding our relationships with each other and with the living world. As a child, I sensed that the way we were doing things couldn’t continue forever and that there would eventually be a reckoning. That thought evolved from a deep suspicion to a well-informed insight as I connected the dots among multiple signs and trends.


  For years, my understanding developed as I climbed the ladder of awareness.2  I began by noticing one systemic issue, and I soon noticed various others. I started to understand the interconnectedness of these problems and the need for a holistic approach. Finally, I realized that these were not singular problems, but a predicament encompassing every aspect of our lives and our entire modern world. In 2018, I spent significant time reading open-source information relevant to collapse. Since then, I’ve grappled further with the subject and gradually developed a more coherent understanding of it—and of the possible responses.


   


  Metaphorically speaking, if I’m in a building and I notice a fire, I will probably warn others and try to be helpful. Some people may not believe there is a fire and will continue as they were. Others may get overwhelmed by the situation and stand stock-still in shock. Some may try to silence me because they don’t see the smoke or fear that sounding the alarm will create panic. However, several people will perceive what’s happening and, in turn, help themselves and others.


  An urge to share what I see with others overpowered my hesitations—namely, the fear that this subject might propagate unhelpful energies and ideas. There are many rationalizations for sharing these observations, but my intuition and life force ultimately compelled me. I’m sharing alternative maps and compasses. Perhaps you might discover that some of them align with the surrounding terrain. Maybe those will provide you with some orientation.


   


  As the author, I bring a unique perspective to this material; I’ve lived in a specific context with a particular nature and nurture, allowing me to be receptive to these issues while maintaining a relatively clear outlook. My mind tends towards a bottom-up analysis, and although I’m not a scientist or an academic, I have an understanding of their methods and language. I value striving to maintain an open mind rather than projecting my hopes and expectations. For years it has been my fixation to study and ruminate on this topic, and I’ve felt a calling to organize and share what I’ve learned. I’m answering that call with some hesitation and with care.


  I believe this subject will soon enter the mainstream realm, which is one reason I wrote this book. The topic should be handled skillfully. Without a grounded and holistic understanding, it’s easy to fall into thoughts and actions that will probably create more suffering.


  I’ve had the good fortune of being in nature in relative solitude for long periods. That distance likely helped me see our situation from a wider view. I’m also an outdoor survival expert—perhaps some people will put me in a box and dismiss this sincere book as biased because of that expertise. I’ve tried to counterbalance any potential biases from my inclinations, culture, and worldview, but, like any other human, I cannot do so completely.


  I did my best to ground this book in what is. My intention has been to seek what is actually happening—not to confirm my intuitions. I am not attached to an agenda or outcome other than honoring the perspective I’ve been given through experience, research, and insight. And I’m honoring it by sharing it with you.


   


  My journey towards awareness of this unraveling has been gradual, shaped by personal experiences and a strong curiosity. The strong intuitions I experienced during my teenage years gradually deepened into understanding over time. However, it wasn’t until later in life, when I had the energy, time, and interest to delve deeper, that my understanding matured. I voraciously sought clues in books, reports, lectures, journal articles, and documentaries—driven partly by a desire for certainty. I can’t replicate such a slow, progressive approach to the topic in this book. But I can point to possible major obstacles to the awareness of this unraveling—hopefully that will help.


  Throughout my life, I’ve learned to value humanity, the living world, respect, autonomy, freedom, truth, compassion, wisdom, love, courage, sacrifice, community, family, and the future generations of humans and living beings. I’ve always been immersed in multiple worlds. I was born and raised in Guadalajara, Mexico. Even though it’s a big, sprawling city, I was fortunate to grow up next to a forest. As a child, I spent much time chasing lizards and snakes, and rock scrambling in dangerous terrain. I was lucky enough not to grow up in a bubble; I had contact with people across the whole socioeconomic spectrum. I am mestizo, which means I have Indigenous and European ancestry. My native language is Spanish, but I live in Canada. Inhabiting multiple worlds has helped me get comfortable with complexities and contradictions.


  I experienced the belt-assisted upbringing common among Latinos. And I was bullied in elementary and middle school. I don’t put what others believe or say on a pedestal—it doesn’t matter if they are authority figures or experts. I don’t have any reservations about questioning and examining ideas and assumptions to see if they hold weight. I’m interested in getting closer to the truth.


  I’ve always had a divergent mind. I am self-taught and blunt, think a lot, and value autonomy over conformity. Systems thinking, pattern recognition, bottom-up analysis, and hyper-focus come naturally to me. I notice minor details others may miss, yet I also perceive the big picture. These tendencies are both weaknesses and strengths, depending on the context. These are the parts of my personality that I bring to this discussion.


  I’ve also had my share of reality checks and ego erosion. At nineteen, I joined the French Foreign Legion. But my expectations were unmet, and I didn’t fit in well. Throughout my life, I have faced multiple challenges that have made me examine my true desires. What was I really looking for?


  After spending one hundred days in solitude in the boreal wilderness during wintertime, I started to realize that a lot can be gained from swimming against the current—moving in the opposite direction of our expectations and those of our society. In 2021, I participated in the survival TV show Alone, and I put that lesson into practice. I leaned into hardships with curiosity and acceptance. My body deteriorated as the weeks passed, but I wasn’t resisting it. I cared for myself, doing what would keep me there for as long as possible; but, simultaneously, I wasn’t fighting the reality of the situation. I acknowledged and surrendered to it without giving up. After spending seventy-eight days surviving alone in Labrador, I won.


  Many months later, I had a very vivid “dream” in which I was shot. This dream felt incredibly real despite its distorted reality. I was half-asleep and felt a lot of pressure on my chest. My heart rate shot straight up. I had a powerful sensation that I was dying. My mind and body agreed that I was likely a goner. My brain briefly considered what dying would entail and reviewed the meaning of my life. I decided that it was okay if it was my time to go. In my own way, I kept my chin up. Experiences like these have helped me explore the topics featured in this book without being constrained by dominant views or needing to validate or protect my assumptions.


  
2. Endings Are New Beginnings



  Modern civilization is entering a stage of decline. Most people are not aware of this—or they’re in denial—but the evidence is emerging. In the last few decades, modernity and civilization have been undermining the foundations of our societies and the living world at an ever-accelerating pace. But nothing goes on forever. The cracks are visible if we take the time to notice. There’s a lot of noise, yet there is clarity waiting to be found.


  What’s going on in the world? Some people are sounding alarms: There is increasing economic austerity, social media is unhinged, mental health issues and addictions are rampant, and the possibility of widespread war is not far-fetched.


  Life on Earth is under increasing pressure from our population and the consumption enabled by industrial civilization. Economic issues like inflation, rising debt, and extreme inequality are rampant worldwide. Modern civilization’s over-reliance on oil, a finite resource, was a concern half a century ago. Today, we are witnessing the consequences of diminishing returns on the energy used for oil extraction, with the rise of fracking, offshore drilling, and oil sands. Yet confronting the precariousness of relying on limited resources is not on most people’s agenda.


  At first glance, our daily lives may seem stable, but the foundations of the world as we know it are deteriorating. The better we understand what is happening, the better equipped we will be to respond. This moment calls us to look at our individual and collective shadows and see what is really there, rather than what we might wish to find. To internalize the content of this book, one must embark on the winding journey, both mental and embodied, of understanding and accepting the reality of the situation.


   


  We’ve all heard similar pleas: Our society is in trouble! There are many problems worldwide, but X is of the utmost importance. The window of opportunity to act is closing. We must mobilize to turn things around. The solutions exist, or at least we will develop them soon. If we do Y, things will get better. With enough work and political will, and by convincing certain people, we’ll overcome this crisis. These sentiments could represent somewhat familiar and comforting ways to frame a particular crisis grabbing our attention. But they are not based in a thorough understanding. What is happening is much more complex, and the vast majority of responses pushed by so-called experts are misguided. In fact, deep down, you may already know this.


  We are navigating successive crises: from wars to energy shocks, pandemics to wildfires, and famines to droughts. These crises will intensify. Within a human lifetime, the most probable scenario is a gradual decline in the foundations of industrial civilization, human well-being, and the health of the living world, punctuated by major disruptive events that reshape the systems of civilization. One of these disruptions may even be identified in hindsight as the point at which a relatively sudden collapse occurred. That point wouldn’t mark the “end of the world,” but the end of most of humanity’s current mode of existence. It would also be a new beginning. This book serves as an early warning to brace for impact. Here, we will delve into what’s happening and how we can play a more conscious and active role.


   


  The perspective that modern societies are acting from as a response to these issues reproduces and amplifies the same mistakes, forcing us into further imbalance. This imbalance will resolve itself, as it always does, but we have a choice regarding how far we will push the boundaries before balance is restored. It’s up to us to choose how much suffering this will entail. There is no escape from this mess.


  The predicaments described in this book shape every aspect of our lives as individuals and as part of humanity. They are the overarching themes that will continue to shape our lives and those of our families and communities, whether we know it or not. Now is the time for a more conscious participation in their unfolding.


  Many of us avoid thinking about unpleasant things such as our mortality. These thoughts often threaten the stories we cling to about the world and our roles in it. Usually, worldview-disrupting ideas contradict our sense of identity and self-worth, so our egos take them as a direct attack. The ego may go into survival mode and build stronger defensive walls to block that information. This aversion to thinking about things that threaten our worldview is probably one of the biggest obstacles to building an awareness of modern civilization’s endgame.


  How is contemplating our death valuable, anyway? Well, it makes us wiser and helps us live more fully. It encourages us to be better-engaged co-creators of our world. It also grounds us and helps us honor the miracle of life. All those benefits can also apply to contemplation of this book’s subject. If we’re ready, exploring uncomfortable ideas like these can be rewarding, but we must be open-minded and willing to have unpleasant experiences at times, just like in any adventure. Getting outside our comfort zone requires courage—the type that emerges from the heart. It requires enough curiosity to overcome some of our fears and accept our challenges.


  Are you curious to learn more about the unraveling of modernity, about its whens and whys? Or are you afraid exposing yourself to this idea will be like opening a can of worms—one that can’t be closed again? When we open ourselves to this possibility, it can be quite an intellectual and emotional rollercoaster. It is very similar to navigating the stages of grief. This makes total sense, since in some way we’re mourning significant losses. We are likely to feel fear, despair, sadness, anger, and anxiety. Yet we may eventually have greater acceptance, clarity, purpose, and freedom.


   


  An old story tells us about a group of blind men who had never encountered an elephant. Together, they attempted to make sense of it. One of them touched the trunk and said, “It’s like a snake.” Another one grabbed the ear and felt some sort of fan. The one in contact with a leg described something like a tree trunk. Someone touching the side claimed the elephant was “like a wall.” Another person handling the tail described it as a rope. And the person holding a tusk claimed to be grasping a firm and smooth spear. This story symbolizes how each of us can see parts of reality but never the totality.


  To minimize confusion as we explore reality, we should acknowledge our limitations. We learn and are taught many things about reality. But rarely is it noted that reality won’t let itself be squeezed into frames or concepts. Reality is infinite and mysterious, with no beginning or end. Reality is paradoxical. It is found in the tension of opposites, like light and darkness. It refuses to be grasped. No one can reduce reality to concepts; for example, you can’t write a book that encapsulates the totality of a specific living tree. Even filling all the paper ever created with our writing wouldn’t capture the life and being of that tree. Language is a set of symbols used as pointers and can never embody reality. It’s a map, not the territory.


  A big challenge in perceiving reality is that we are entangled with it. We rarely consider the separation that’s implied when we discuss subjects and objects. Yet the distinction between a subject and an object is partly false. Everything is part of the whole. Nothing can stand on its own, separated from anything else. Thich Nhat Hanh’s concept of interbeing hints at this. We cannot observe reality without having a relationship with it. Lacking an awareness of this relationship with reality and how the relationship shapes it, we overlook key parts of the picture.


  If reality is a web in which everything is entangled, any one thing affects everything else. A full comprehension of these relationships is beyond us, yet we come to intuit many of them. We tend to see causes and effects without realizing that these stories can’t capture the immensity of the entire picture. Reality is a dance, and this dance is not predictable or knowable. There is no prescribed fate. Reality is a live experiment. There’s no reverse, pause, or forward—only the present moment’s flux. There seems to be a spiral rhythm and an inner order, even if our limited understandings do not reveal them completely to us.


  Some people attempt to see reality exclusively through the lenses of logic and reason. But would you choose who to marry based on logic and reason alone? Is life a problem to be solved, or is it about something more wholesome? If we wouldn’t live our lives based on a math formula, what makes us think the universe itself would follow one? Put differently, it helps to view the universe as an infinite interconnected tangle that, in each moment, comes up with the meaning of life—but remember, we are a necessary part of the process.


   


  Metaphorically, I am putting this message in a bottle and throwing it into the ocean. A deeper understanding of these factors, along with individual and collective transformations, would in theory lead us to respond in wiser ways. Responding wisely to this everything-crisis will hopefully minimize suffering for everyone; what we personally do about it is up to us.


  Regardless of our identity, location, or profession, the situation I present here is profoundly relevant to us, our families, our communities, and our world. We are all key participants in this situation, whether we acknowledge it or not. This era of profound changes amplifies our actions and inactions, echoing them into eternity.


  This century we face a series of challenges arranged one after another. Only some of us have noticed our situation and connected the dots. We were born in the times leading up to an enormous rebalancing of humanity. We didn’t choose to be here, but these are the cards we were dealt. The story doesn’t end here. The stage has been set. And we are now playing our respective roles. I invite you to play yours passionately, whatever it may be.


  
3. Clearing the Fog



  Before exploring the polycrisis in detail, a veil must be lifted. Without laying the groundwork, this medicine can be hard to swallow and may not have a healthy effect. And even despite this prep work, it may prove difficult to fully digest the insights we’re exploring. Stepping out of our comfort zone with openness and courage is required. This chapter explores some mental and emotional barriers that stand in the way of perceiving what’s happening and provides context to help us see through those barriers. The following sections suggest ways to approach the ideas in this book; reflecting on the thoughts and emotions they stir in us will be helpful.


   


  I’ve noticed that many people who have realized the magnitude of the situation have experienced some sort of ego death, reality check, or similar phenomenon. They have died symbolically but are physically still alive. Deeply considering our mortality or possible disablement can have a similar effect, and maturity and clarity may, in turn, arise. Many ancestral rites of passage roleplay this journey, but they are rare nowadays. These experiences can be described as the shedding of boundaries and attachments, and opening up to what is. An ego erosion isn’t strictly necessary for perceiving our situation, but it does weaken many of the barriers to perception.


  Do you remember changing your mind about things you’d believed firmly in over the past five years? If you can remember doing so, perhaps consider holding on to your present beliefs more lightly. I don’t suggest that you abandon your beliefs or change your mind, but only that you create some distance—an opening.


  

  
Tending the Boat Within Us



  “Tending the boat within us” is a visualization tool—one I discovered in my reading and have modified—that can help us connect with our own complexity and emotions.3  It will be a helpful tool for us, because this book’s subject has many layers. If we cannot sit with complexity within ourselves, we will find it difficult to sit with complexity on the outside. Another good reason to use this tool is to attend to our emotions while reading. Sometimes the topic of collapse can cause strong reactions in us. This energy can build up and burst out if we don’t acknowledge it and let it be. If we don’t pay attention to these thoughts and emotions as they arise, we can become defensive and fail to engage fully with the topic; instead, we risk withdrawing from it.


  Imagine there’s a rowboat within you; its passengers are the voices, energies, and thoughts that appear in your body and mind. For instance, among those passengers could be a parent’s or a spouse’s voice, or a recurring emotion or thought. Some passengers are loud and frequently jockeying for control of the tiller; others are distant and only come close to the tiller when they seek to wreak havoc. Multiple passengers may hold the tiller simultaneously, and some passengers row backwards or even rock the boat. The same few passengers often hold the tiller, but occasionally others take over.


  As you continue reading this book, I will suggest that you tend your boat by prompting you with the symbol below. Consider it a signal to take a moment to acknowledge what’s happening with the passengers in your boat and to let them be. If the passengers are seasick or the signs of a mutiny appear, it may be time to pause and reflect.


  


   


    

  


  [image: Line art drawing of a simple rowboat with two oars and a tiller]

   


  


   


    

  


  

  
Initiation Into Adulthood



  Most modern societies don’t have rites of passage into adulthood. Thus, the adolescent paradigm persists in many adult-age people. The transition from adolescence to adulthood is an initiation into our life’s mission and gifts. It also invites us to become better aligned with creation. This process involves vulnerability and restructuring ourselves, so guidance from elders is essential. Unfortunately, most modern societies don’t facilitate these initiations.


  Properly initiated adults have a greater capacity to engage with the world fully. They are better able to participate in an interdependent relationship with their community. An initiation, like an illness, an accident, or an intimacy with death, also helps us face our own shadows. These shadows are aspects of ourselves that we reject, repress, or deny, and an initiation can bring these to our awareness.


  We should all learn to live with our shadows without making them our enemies. Repressing them has a counter-effect that may cause them to burst out unexpectedly and can lead to suffering for ourselves and others. An improved self-awareness and self-understanding will not solve our problems, but it helps us perceive their roots and dynamics better.


  The inner journey is about letting go of old paradigms; it takes great courage to do so. Attempting to have our affairs in order is a courageous and powerful act that can improve the world. Regardless of how we got here collectively, this era requires us to grow up and stand up, because many adult-age adolescents are burning the village to feel its warmth.


  

  
Shadows of the Eternal Child



  “No tree can grow to Heaven unless its roots reach down to Hell.” Carl Jung, Aion 


   


  Many of us have experienced phases of life when we thought we had all the answers. This often occurs in our younger years. However, as we grow older, life demonstrates to us that we don’t have everything figured out. But many of us are, in some sense, still stuck in that earlier place, with our minds full of ideas and stories. We lack the cultures, mentors, and rituals to help empty our minds and fill them with something more fresh and generative.


  The media keeps pumping out films about superheroes as if there’s no tomorrow. These superhuman heroes always manage to save the world. They don’t have a problem with the collateral damage from fighting their monsters—you gotta break some eggs to make an omelet. They know they are the good guys, and they recognize the baddies at first glance. Though the bad guys are often defeated, there’s always a comeback, a desire for revenge, and the battle starts again. It’s a never-ending cycle inside a black-and-white world.


  What if the path to a true breakthrough was within us? What if we sacrificed the righteous hero in ourselves rather than sacrificing the villains outside? What if we turned our attention to our own limitations, our kryptonite? “This is madness!” our internal hero yells. This shift challenges the very core of our identity.


  It takes immense courage to dethrone our righteous hero, our personal grandiosity. It’s a difficult sacrifice because it may initially lead to doubt and confusion. Imagine living your whole life with black-and-white vision and then suddenly gaining the ability to see in color. At first, this would be disconcerting. Your brain would undoubtedly take some time to adjust to the increased complexity of the signals—but you’d be the better for it.


   


  A greater understanding also opens our hearts to shocks and suffering. Where’s the benefit of that? Learning to live with our limitations—sacrificing the righteous hero—allows us to rise above our weaknesses. Once we begin to see our deficiencies, the path to redemption appears. Rebalancing ourselves is how we heal. And we will also free ourselves from projecting unrealistic purity onto others.


  Through self-observation and inquiry, we can better understand our internal “mechanisms” and shed light on our shadows. Gentle awareness is enough to deal with these shadows. Time does the healing. Conversely, fighting head-on with our shadows only creates disharmony elsewhere.


  Recognizing and accepting our imperfections is a necessary step in gaining the wisdom to moderate and humble ourselves. Achieving a sense of balance within ourselves is vital for connecting with the deeper intelligence within and around us.


   


  “If men kill their princes, they do so because they cannot kill their Gods, and because they do not know that they should kill their Gods in themselves.” Carl Jung, The Red Book4   


  

  
Expanding Our Selves



  We all, to some extent, exist in Plato’s allegory of the cave. We live our lives chained in the cave’s depths, seeing shadows of the reality aboveground. Some people seem to have climbed up and later returned, and have reported that we are viewing a projection, not reality itself. But we tend to dismiss or attack these people. Their eyes are no longer adapted to the cave’s darkness, and they appear disoriented to us dark-adapted beings.


  We all have an ego, a mental filter, and an artificial construct of ourselves and of the world. This is natural, yet whether we realize it or not, our egos function like goggles filtering reality for us. These metaphorical goggles let certain types of light through, block others, and change the colors we see. Exploring the topic of collapse could intensify the filters of these goggles—hence the reason for this section.


   


  If your ego clings to the idea that you are just a brain and a body, it becomes very vulnerable. Anything threatening the ego’s identity and image of its place in the world can be taken as an attack. The ego instinctively seeking survival will often bubble-wrap itself or perform an ostrich-like maneuver. But suppose your understanding of who you are expands. In that case, your ego would feel more encompassing, less vulnerable, and less defensive.


  Many of us see ourselves as separate from our surroundings and others, but this is only partially true. We exist only in relation to others, just as light can only exist in relation to the dark. We are inseparable from the world, and our every thought, expression, or action has an incomprehensible effect on reality and on others. Thus, others and the world are inseparable from us.
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