
  
    [image: Above the Shoulders]
  


  
    
      ABOVE THE SHOULDERS

      MASTER THE MIND THAT MAKES THE IMPOSSIBLE INEVITABLE

    

    
      
        JASON NACEY

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      This book reflects the author’s experiences and perspectives. Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect privacy.

      

      This book is not a substitute for professional medical or psychological advice. Consult a qualified professional for personal concerns.

      

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Cover design by Marden Blake – from3838.com

      

      
        
        First Edition – May 2025

        ISBN: 979-8-9986174-1-6

        U.S. Copyright Registration Number: TXu 2-483-679

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2025 by Jason Nacey

        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        Published by

        DangerNacey Publishing

        www.abovetheshoulders.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      First and foremost, to my incredible wife—your unwavering support through every 4 AM alarm, every finish line, and every moment of doubt has been my foundation. You never questioned if I could, only how I would, and that belief carried me through more than you know.

      To my children—whether joining me for tire flips in the backyard, cheering at race courses, or waiting at finish lines with those unforgettable smiles—you've taught me that true strength isn't just about personal achievement but the example we set for those watching. You make every challenge worthwhile.

      To Brian—your friendship has been a masterclass in the power of the right circle. Your consistent encouragement pushed me beyond comfortable limitations, your honest feedback sharpened my thinking, and your belief in me often exceeded my own. This book, like so many of my greatest achievements, bears your invisible signature.

      I'm grateful to Alex Ferreira, Ashley Caldwell, Alex Kopacz, Sam Pedlow, and Yura Min for generously allowing me to share their inspiring stories.

      And to everyone who has been part of my journey—training partners, mentors, competitors, friends & family—thank you for playing your role in this ongoing story of growth, challenge, and discovery that happens above the shoulders.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Foreword

      

      
        Introduction

      

    

    
      
        
          I. The Mind—The Foundation of Everything

        

        
          
            Chapter 1: Resilience—Your Inner Superpower

          

          
            Chapter 2: The Forge of the Mind

          

          
            Chapter 3: Mindset—The Only Thing You Can Control

          

          
            Chapter 4: The Stories We Tell Ourselves—Are You Setting Yourself Up to Win or Lose?

          

          
            Chapter 5: The Secret to Beating Negative Thought Loops

          

        

      

      
        
          II. Training Your Mind for Success (However You Define It)

        

        
          
            Chapter 6: The Science of Goal-Setting and Mental Focus

          

          
            Chapter 7: The Champion Mindset—How Champions Are Made

          

          
            Chapter 8: Building 'Never Quit' Into Your DNA

          

          
            Chapter 9: The Gratitude Hack: A Mental Weapon for Resilience

          

        

      

      
        
          III. Adapting, Growing, and Thriving

        

        
          
            Chapter 10: How to Handle Change and Uncertainty Like a Pro

          

          
            Chapter 11: The Power of Habits—Your Brain’s Shortcut to Success

          

        

      

      
        
          IV. Shaping Your Life Through Mindset

        

        
          
            Chapter 12: The People Around You Determine Your Success

          

          
            Chapter 13: Lifelong Growth—How to Keep Expanding Your Potential

          

        

      

      
        Pull the Trigger: Your 90-Day Plan

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      I remember standing at the finish line of a Death Race in Vermont, watching a Wall Street executive I'd pushed beyond breaking point for 60 hours straight. When he finally crossed that line—feet bloody, hands raw—he didn't celebrate. He looked me dead in the eyes and said, "That wasn't about the race. That was about killing the person I was before." That transformation is what Spartan has always been about.

      I've spent my life dragging people out of their comfort zones—sometimes kicking and screaming—because I've learned the hard truth: nothing worth having comes easy. When Jason sent me his manuscript, I recognized immediately what he was building. Not just another book about mental toughness, but a battle plan for rewiring how people approach every challenge in their lives.

      The fitness industry sells shortcuts. The self-help world peddles feel-good platitudes. What sets Jason's work apart is its unflinching honesty about what actually transforms people: the daily, unglamorous work of mental conditioning that happens when no one's watching. The kind that doesn't fit in an Instagram post but builds the foundation for everything that matters.

      On Spartan courses worldwide, I've watched thousands of competitors hit their breaking point. The ones who finish aren't always the strongest or fastest—they're the ones who've trained their minds to reject surrender as an option. During my decades building this global movement, I've discovered what Jason articulates perfectly in these pages: physical challenges are merely the arena where mental mastery reveals itself.

      The parallels between Jason's Mental Mastery Pyramid and what we've built at Spartan are striking. His focus on incremental challenges, creating systems over relying on motivation, and building the right support network mirrors exactly what separates finishers from DNFs in the toughest races we've designed.

      I've watched my own children learn these lessons on our courses, just as Jason describes his son's transformation in the Abu Dhabi desert. These aren't just races—they're laboratories for developing the grit that carries over into everything else. His frameworks give names to what I've observed empirically: that mindset is trainable, resilience is buildable, and mental toughness is the ultimate competitive advantage in a world where too many quit at the first sign of discomfort.

      I've seen people transform their entire lives by mastering what happens between their ears. Whether it's conquering physical challenges, building businesses from nothing, or developing unshakable confidence in any situation—the battle always begins in the mind. After decades of watching millions cross Spartan finish lines, I've noticed winners share one trait: they don't wait for the perfect moment or permission to begin. They make decisions, take immediate action, and deliberately surround themselves with people who hold them to higher standards. Jason's book gives you the exact blueprint to join their ranks.

      Don't read these pages passively. Attack them like an obstacle. Apply them immediately. The principles Jason lays out aren't just theories—they're battle-tested tools forged in real struggle. I've built my life and business on the belief that humans are capable of 20x more than they think possible. This book gives you the mental framework to prove me right.

      

      
        
        
        - Joe De Sena

        Founder and CEO, Spartan Race

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Above the Shoulders: Unlock the Mind That Makes the Impossible Inevitable

      

      

      Imagine standing at the edge of everything you've ever wanted—a dream so big it terrifies you. That marathon finish line. The business that keeps you up at night. Walking into any room and owning it without a flicker of doubt. It's right there, just beyond your fingertips, calling your name.

      But something's blocking you, and it's not your body, your bank account, or the hand life dealt you. It's not even the world saying "no." It's a whisper in your mind, quiet but relentless: You're not enough. And you've been listening.

      What if that voice is lying? What if the real you—the one capable of shattering limits, rewriting rules, and turning dreams into done deals—is already there, waiting just above your shoulders? What if everything you've ever wanted hinges not on what you lack, but on what you choose to believe?

      This isn't just a book. It's a wake-up call. A map to the hidden superpower you've carried all along: your mind. Above the Shoulders isn't about fleeting pep talks or feel-good fluff—it's a gritty, hands-on guide to forging a mental edge so sharp it cuts through fear, doubt, and every excuse you've ever made. Because here's the truth I've lived, bled, and battled to learn: life is 90% above the shoulders. Master that, and the other 10% falls into place.

      

      
        
        The Day I Saw the Truth

      

      

      This revelation didn't come to me in a flash of insight—it emerged through years of struggle, failure, and eventual breakthrough. It began when my dad told me, "Sports are 80% above the shoulders." It was a passing comment that lodged in my memory but took years to truly understand. Back then, I brushed it off. I was busy chasing the game, collecting more bruises than victories, convinced that winning came from muscle, hustle, or luck—until life crushed that belief.

      It hit me first on a wrestling mat. Down on points, lungs burning, opponent dominating—that moment when everything in you wants to concede defeat. Then something shifted above my shoulders that changed everything—a mental switch that transformed not just that match, but my entire understanding of human potential. That wrestling mat became my first proving ground for what I now call the 90% principle—a mindset shift that’s echoed throughout every transformation I’ve experienced since.

      I confirmed it during the Spartan Beast World Championship, my legs seizing under a merciless desert sun. My body screamed stop. My mind said one more step. One more step became the finish line.

      I etched it into my bones during an Ironman, 140.6 miles of proof that limits are just stories we tell ourselves.

      Dad was wrong. It's not 80%. It's 90%. Everything—resilience, success, the life you actually want—begins between your ears.

      This 90% principle isn't just a catchy phrase—it's the foundation of what I call the Mental Mastery Pyramid. At its base lies resilience, the ability to withstand any challenge. Above that sits your internal narrative, the stories that either propel or sabotage you. Then comes focused execution, followed by perspective-shifting gratitude. At the pyramid's peak is the champion's mindset—the culmination of all these elements working in harmony.

      I've witnessed this pyramid transform not just my own journey—from a guy who couldn't swim 25 yards without gasping for air to an Ironman finisher—but also those closest to me. Most powerfully, I saw it in my son's eyes after we completed the Spartan Beast World Championship together. Standing atop that desert mountain that had nearly broken both of us, his face streaked with dirt and sweat, I watched him transform from a kid into a warrior who understood that mental strength outlasts physical limits. Throughout this book, we'll build this pyramid level by level, with each chapter adding a crucial component to your mental arsenal.

      

      
        
        Your Invitation to the Edge

      

      

      Close your eyes for a second. Picture that one thing you've convinced yourself is impossible. The marathon. The business. The bold, unapologetic you you've always wanted to be. See it vividly—feel the sweat, hear the cheers, taste the victory. Write it down. Right now. That's your impossible goal, your North Star for this journey. Hold onto this. We'll come back to it throughout our journey together, and by the end, you'll see it through entirely new eyes.

      This impossible goal you just wrote down isn't just a thought exercise—it’s your training ground. First, we’ll explore how to build resilience. Then we’ll see how your mind reshapes itself through the pursuit. And finally, we’ll learn to reframe how you see the goal altogether.

      Why does it feel out of reach? Because most of us live caged by invisible bars—beliefs we've swallowed whole: I'm not built for this. I've failed before. Others have it easier. We hit walls and call them fate. But here's the secret the world's greatest minds and toughest souls know: those walls aren't stone. They're smoke. And with the right tools, you can walk straight through them.

      This book is your torch. It's going to light up the lies you've believed, burn away the scripts that sabotage you, and show you how to forge a mind that doesn't just survive—it thrives.

      The transformative power of this mental approach appears in champions across every field. Take Olympic medalist Alex Ferreira. In 2018, after a devastating crash that doctors said would end his career, he didn't just recover—he dominated. When I asked him how, he didn't talk about physical therapy or training programs. "I decided winning was inevitable," he told me. "I visualized the gold around my neck every night until my brain couldn't imagine any other outcome."

      That's not motivation. That's mental warfare. And I'm about to teach you how to fight that battle and win.

      

      
        
        What's Waiting Inside

      

      

      This isn't passive reading. It's a call to action—a blueprint to rewire your brain, reshape your reality, and reclaim your potential. Here's what you'll uncover:

      Part I: The Mind—The Foundation of Everything:

      Discover how resilience forms the bedrock of mental strength, how challenges literally rewire your brain's capabilities, and why mindset is the only variable you can always control—regardless of circumstances. You need this now because every second you spend with an untrained mind is a second spent living at a fraction of your potential.

      Part II: Training Your Mind for Success:

      Move beyond motivation to mental systems that deliver results automatically. Master visualization techniques used by Olympic athletes, develop unshakable focus, and learn why gratitude is the secret weapon of elite performers. This isn't "nice to know" information—it's the critical difference between perpetual struggle and breakthrough performance.

      Part III: Adapting, Growing, and Thriving:

      Transform uncertainty from enemy to ally. Build neural pathways that make adaptation your default setting and install habits that automate success, freeing your conscious mind for higher-level challenges. In a world changing faster than ever, these aren't optional skills—they're survival tools.

      Part IV: Shaping Your Life Through Mindset:

      Strategically design your environment and relationships to reinforce your mental edge. Create feedback loops that accelerate growth and establish systems for lifelong expansion of your capabilities. Your environment is either sabotaging or supercharging your mental strength every single day—it's time to take control.

      Every page is a step closer to that impossible goal you just wrote down. Every chapter is a chance to believe in yourself—not as a hope, but as a fact.

      

      
        
        The Bannister Breakthrough

      

      

      In 1954, Roger Bannister ran a mile in under four minutes—a milestone many believed would literally kill a man. Doctors warned the body couldn’t handle the speed. Hearts would rupture. Lungs would give out, they said. Yet he did it, clocking 3:59.4 on a windy Oxford track. Within a year, dozens followed. Why? Because Bannister didn't just break a record—he broke a belief. Once people saw it was possible, the impossible dissolved.

      That's exactly what you're about to experience with your own "four-minute mile." Whatever barrier stands between you and your impossible goal—fear of failure, lack of confidence, uncertainty about your capabilities—it's about to be shattered just as decisively as Bannister's record. The mental tools in these pages will do for your mindset what Bannister did for runners worldwide: prove that the limitations you've accepted as truth are merely temporary beliefs waiting to be broken.

      

      
        
        Your First Move

      

      

      That impossible goal you just wrote down? It's not a someday fantasy. It's not a maybe. Starting right now, it's a deadline. An appointment with destiny that you're going to keep. As we build your Mental Mastery Pyramid layer by layer, you'll apply each new tool directly to this goal, systematically dismantling every mental barrier standing in your way.

      Turn the page. I'm waiting on the other side with the exact blueprint that's going to rewire your mind for unstoppable achievement. This isn't just about success—it's about becoming the version of yourself that haunts your dreams. Stronger. Unleashed. Inevitable.

      The battle above the shoulders begins now.
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            THE MIND—THE FOUNDATION OF EVERYTHING

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1: RESILIENCE—YOUR INNER SUPERPOWER

          

        

      

    

    
      What if the most powerful force in your life isn't your circumstances, your genetics, or even your opportunities—but rather, your ability to push through when every part of you wants to quit? This  is about resilience—not just as a concept, but as a superpower you already possess and can strengthen deliberately. It's the quality that separates those who merely dream from those who achieve, and it lives entirely above your shoulders.

      

      
        
        The Mental Edge: When Your Mind Decides the Outcome

      

      

      The referee's whistle sliced the air, but I barely heard it over the pounding in my chest.

      Thirty seconds left. Down by one. Trapped.

      My body was wrecked—lungs on fire, arms heavy as concrete. I'd fought like hell, but my muscles begged for mercy, whispering an easy excuse: You've done enough. No one would even know if you stayed down.

      Then, like a bolt of lightning, a single thought cut through the exhaustion:

      What if he's just as tired as I am?

      The scoreboard said he had the advantage. But did he really? If I was breaking, maybe he was, too. Maybe he was barely holding on, desperate for it to be over.

      And that's when everything changed.

      I squared my shoulders. Slowed my breath. Faked unbreakable steel.

      I wasn't about to let him see my exhaustion. No hesitation, no second-guessing—I exploded with everything I had left. The second I felt his grip weaken, I knew: he cracked first. My brain flipped from prey to predator, adrenaline surging where his fizzled. One shift, one surge, and I reversed him just before the final whistle.

      The win was mine.

      But the real victory wasn't on the scoreboard. It was up here. Above the shoulders.

      I didn’t win because I was stronger. I won because I refused to break first. Because I convinced myself I had more left in me, and in doing so, I convinced him he had nothing left. That thought drowned out everything else—the fear, the fatigue, the doubt—leaving only a laser-focused fire in its place.

      And that's the lesson that stayed with me:

      The mind decides long before the body does.

      We all have moments where we think we've hit our limit. But what if we're wrong? What if the only difference between winning and losing is the story we tell ourselves in that moment?

      That's what resilience is—not just enduring, but deciding. Deciding that exhaustion, fear, or doubt don't get to make the call. You do.

      And once you learn how to tap into that superpower, you start winning battles you never thought you could.

      That wrestling match wasn't just a victory—it was my first encounter with what I now call the Mental Determination Framework. In that moment, I unconsciously applied the first principle of this framework: perception shapes performance. When I reframed my opponent as potentially more exhausted than I was, I altered both our realities.

      Throughout these pages, we'll build this framework step by step, adding layers of understanding and practical application. What began intuitively on that wrestling mat has evolved into a systematic approach to mental mastery that I've refined through years of testing and application.

      

      
        
        What Is Resilience? The Truth I Discovered the Hard Way

      

      

      I used to think resilience was just about pushing through—until a three-day hike in the Utah wilderness forced me to redefine it entirely.

      A friend and I set out to summit the tallest peak, but things quickly went wrong. Heavy snowfall buried the trail, forcing us to set up camp miles short of our goal. The next day, we pushed on, but we fell behind. By the time we reached the summit, we were out of food, out of daylight, and miles from our camp.

      That's when I felt it—that cold creep of panic. My heart pounded in my ears. My thoughts scattered like leaves in wind. Every scenario my mind conjured ended badly.

      Then I remembered something I had heard a while back: the body obeys the mind.

      Panic wasn't going to get us off this mountain—focus would.

      I took three deep breaths, steadying my racing thoughts. Then, through the trees, I saw it—a distant campfire flickering in the dark. We pushed through the dense brush, reaching the fire just as the cold set in. The campers let us stay by the fire, giving us a warm place to rest, but without sleeping bags, the night was restless—one side of our bodies warmed by the flames, the other chilled by the open air. At the first light of dawn, we quietly picked ourselves up and found our way back to the trail, ready to finish the journey.

      That night changed how I understand resilience. It's not just about physical toughness or "pushing through." It's about controlling your mind precisely when everything around you feels uncontrollable. It's about making the decision to think clearly when your instincts are screaming for you to panic.

      Here's the critical distinction I learned on that mountain: Resilience isn't just bouncing back after you've been knocked down. That's recovery—and it's passive. Real resilience is active. It's making the decision to face challenges head-on, adapt when necessary, and push forward precisely when every cell in your body is screaming at you to quit.

      Think about that difference for a second. Are you just trying to get back to where you were? Or are you using challenges to become stronger than you were before?

      When I was in high school, I was cut from every team I tried out for—first day, every time. I told myself I'd never measure up. Even now, after achieving things I once thought impossible, self-doubt remains my constant companion. At work, I sometimes feel like an impostor, my voice quieter than it should be.

      But here's what I've learned: resilience isn't about eliminating doubt—it's about moving forward despite it. You don't need to feel confident to act confident. You don't need to feel strong to be strong. Fear will always be there—the question is whether you let it decide your next move.

      While that wrestling match gave me my first taste of mental resilience, it would take experiences like that Utah wilderness night to develop this quality into a consistent force. The growth of resilience isn't a single event but a journey—one that continues to unfold through every challenge we face. And it starts with the battles no one else sees.

      

      
        
        The First Battle of the Day: Small Choices, Big Impact

      

      

      Let me ask you something: What's the first battle you face every single day?

      For most of us, it's that moment when the alarm detonates in the early mornings, shattering the silence. Your bed turns traitor, a warm cocoon of false promises. The snooze button sits there, smug, whispering, Come on. Just five more minutes.

      Your mind joins the mutiny: No one will know. It's too early. Too cold. Too much.

      Sound familiar?

      This is the first fight of the day—the one no one sees, but the one that sets the tone for everything else. The difference between those who rise and those who roll over is not talent, not luck, not even motivation. It's resilience.

      Resilience isn't flashy. It doesn't announce itself with grand gestures. It's built in the dark, in the quiet moments when no one is watching. It's forged when you swing your legs out of bed, when you lace up your shoes, when you step into the cold and decide—I go anyway.

      One morning, after years of fighting the 5 a.m. wake-up battle, something finally shifted. I felt that fierce tug, like Velcro ripping, legs jelly, house silent—but this time, I wasn’t my bed’s puppet anymore.

      "Get up."

      The thought was so loud in my head, I half-expected my wife to stir beside me. My body resisted, but my mind had already made the call. No negotiating. No bargaining. Just action.

      "Today’s mine."

      That moment—when hesitation meets determination—is the birthplace of resilience. Like the small act of waking up when you'd rather sleep, resilience is built through these micro-moments of discipline that shape who we become.

      My dad once told me that the mind, not the body, is the ultimate battleground. Flip that switch up here, and the game changes. Dad called it 80%—I'd learn he undershot it. I know, because I've lived it.

      Each morning victory grooved my brain tougher, stacking proof that I could do hard things when most wouldn't. This wasn't about proving anything to others—it was about proving to myself that I could trust my own word. That when I said I would do something difficult, I would follow through, even when no one was watching.

      Are you winning your first battle of the day? Or are you negotiating with yourself before your feet even hit the floor? The way you handle this seemingly insignificant moment reveals more about your mental strength than you might think.

      Perhaps nowhere was the power of resilience more evident than in a scorching desert halfway around the world.

      

      
        
        The Dune That Broke Me—and Built Me Back Stronger

      

      

      Look, for most of my life, I thought I knew my limits. That certainty felt safe. Logical, right? Until a scorching desert in Abu Dhabi shattered everything I thought I knew about human endurance.

      The Spartan World Championship Beast course was notorious—13 miles through the Empty Quarter, one of the harshest deserts on Earth. I brought my son to teach him about perseverance. Never thought I'd be the one fighting to survive.

      I made a rookie mistake—one energy bar each, no water. I figured the aid stations would be enough.

      They weren't. Not even close.

      At the barbed wire crawl, my hamstrings locked up so violently I collapsed face-first into the sand. No warning. Just complete shutdown.

      Pain like an electrical surge shot through my legs. The sun? Merciless. It hammered down, turning my sweat into salt crystals that scraped my skin raw. And breathing? Each breath pulled more desert into my lungs—so dry it felt like my throat was on fire.

      Standing over me, eyes wide with concern, was my son.

      "Dad, you good?" His voice was steady, but I could hear the hesitation. He'd been looking to me for strength. And now, he was watching me fall apart.

      I nodded. Straight-up lied.

      Somewhere ahead, a Spartan photographer had positioned himself at the perfect vantage point—this was one of those moments designed to break racers. A place where quitting wasn't just an option, it was practically expected.

      I forced myself up, legs trembling, my entire body screaming at me to stop. This wasn't about finishing anymore. Wasn't even about me. It was about what he would take from this moment.

      Then came the Hill of Horrors.

      Almost a thousand feet of elevation gain. 50-degree incline. Sand swallowing half of every step.

      My mouth was dust. Heat waves danced across the dunes. My feet? Raw meat. My body was breaking down, and my mind was next.

      That's when the mind games started.

      This is stupid.

      No one will care if you stop.

      You've done enough. Just sit down.

      I collapsed, forearms in the sand, head down. Done.

      The Spartan photographer—positioned precisely for moments like these—snapped a picture. A man at his absolute lowest, drained, defeated, questioning whether he could go on.

      That photo now hangs in my office. Not as a reminder of weakness, but of choice.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Because in that moment, I wasn't the guy who had run an Ironman. I was just a guy sitting in the sand, on the edge of quitting.

      But then I looked up.

      My son was still ahead, struggling—but moving.

      We locked eyes.

      No words. Just a nod.

      A silent contract: We finish.

      I forced myself back to my feet. Head roared stop; I willed three steps forward. Not thirteen miles, not even the whole hill. Just three steps. Then three more.

      One step. Another.

      Each felt impossible, but here's the thing—impossible is a lie the mind tells the body.

      Instead of seeing the entire dune—this mountain of impossibility—I focused on three steps. Then three more. By shrinking my goal to something ridiculously achievable, I bypassed the overwhelm center of my brain and activated the part that could still function.

      This approach—what I now call Bite-Sized Wins—became my lifeline not just in that moment, but countless times since. It’s the first tool in the Mental Mastery System you’re about to build—one piece at a time, each one forged for moments exactly like this.

      The sand shifted beneath me, stealing progress. Around me, racers sat down, defeated.

      I kept moving.

      Did I cross the finish line in a glorious sprint? Hell no. I stumbled through, drained, shattered—but standing.

      And beside me? My son.

      We collapsed past the finish line, clutching water bottles like lifelines. He turned to me, his voice quiet but certain:

      "I get it now."

      He tapped his temple. His eyes lit, a kid turned warrior in 13 miles.

      It's all up here.

      And that made every agonizing step worth it.

      Because he didn't just learn about perseverance that day.

      He learned that even the strong fall. Even the prepared break. Even the ones who have done it before can be brought to their knees.

      And in those moments, the only thing that matters is whether you get back up.

      

      
        
        Reframing Setbacks: From Recovery to Rebuilding

      

      

      While my desert experience taught me about resilience through immediate physical suffering, sometimes the greatest tests of mental fortitude stretch across years. This is where my friend Ashley Caldwell's journey hits different.

      Ashley was crushing it as an Olympic aerial skier when back-to-back ACL tears threatened to end her career before it truly began. Most athletes would've seen this as a career death sentence. But during her second rehab, a physical therapist asked her something that changed everything: "Are you rebuilding or just recovering?"

      Think about that distinction for a second. Recovery? That's trying to get back what you lost. Rebuilding? That's creating something stronger than before.

      "Every setback is an opportunity to rebuild something better than what existed before," Ashley told me years later. "Now my knees are bionic. Operated on by one of the best surgeons in the world. My leg strength numbers were stronger after rehab than before I was injured.” We’ll return to Ashley’s story later, but here’s what matters now: this mindset shift doesn't just apply to sports injuries. Whether you're bouncing back from getting fired, dealing with a relationship falling apart, or facing any major setback—the question remains the same: Are you just trying to get back to where you were, or are you rebuilding something better?

      This rebuilding mindset represents the first critical mental reframe in your journey above the shoulders. Throughout this book, we'll encounter a series of such reframes—perspective shifts that fundamentally alter how you approach challenges. In Chapter 3, we'll explore how these reframes become automatic, rewiring your default responses to difficulty. But it begins here, with this fundamental distinction: are you just getting back to normal, or creating something better?

      

      
        
        The Ultimate Test: Resilience Under Extreme Pressure

      

      

      The science behind resilience provides powerful evidence for its trainability, but sometimes we need to see these principles tested in the most extreme environments to truly understand their potential. My twin brother's journey through Special Forces training offers exactly that—a laboratory of human endurance where the "above the shoulders" battle determines success or failure.

      He wasn't joining the Army for a career. He was joining for one reason: to earn the Green Beret. He knew what that meant—the grueling pipeline, the crushing weight of rucksacks, the sleepless nights, the relentless assessments designed to break men down.

      The only thing that mattered was this: When the moment came, he wouldn't quit.

      Three hundred soldiers showed up at Camp Mackall, ready to prove themselves. The first test? Land navigation—12-mile treks through the woods, alone, in the dark, carrying a rucksack heavy enough to grind bones. No GPS. No help. Just a compass, a map, and the will to keep moving.

      What makes this story remarkable isn't the physical challenge—impressive as it was. It's the mental framework my brother built before he ever set foot in training.

      "The physical suffering was guaranteed," he told me later. "So I accepted it in advance. I made a pact with myself: Pain is coming, and I welcome it. The only variable is my response."

      This pre-decision—choosing his response before facing the challenge—became his secret weapon. When others were questioning whether they could continue, he had already answered that question months earlier. The debate was closed.

      During the most punishing portions of training, when sleep deprivation and hunger clouded judgment, my brother relied on what he called "mental anchors"—simple phrases he could repeat to center himself: One more step. One more hour. One more day.

      Some got lost. Some gave up.

      Then came the physical beatdowns—ruck marches through endless sandpits, carrying logs, flipping tires, grinding through obstacle courses designed to sap every last ounce of strength. Team exercises followed, where failure meant your entire group suffered.

      He once told me about a night that nearly broke him. Three days without sleep, soaked to the bone in freezing rain, his team had just failed an exercise. As punishment, they were ordered to stand in formation, at attention, in the downpour.

      "My body was shaking uncontrollably," he said. "My mind started playing tricks on me. I began hallucinating. The guy next to me was crying silently. That's when I knew we were all at our limit."

      But in that moment, he returned to his anchor: This pain is temporary. My response is what matters.

      "I started counting my breaths," he told me. "Just focus on the next breath. Then the next. Nothing else exists."

      Sleep was a luxury. Food was fuel, nothing more. Every day, they pushed harder, breaking men down until they were nothing but raw determination or empty shells.

      "I thought about quitting every single day," my brother admitted later. "But I made that decision before I started. It didn't matter how much it hurt—I was going through."

      By the time it was over, more than half the candidates were gone. Some quit. Some collapsed. Some simply weren't selected. But his name was called. He was moving on.

      Then came SERE (Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape), the test that broke many. Soldiers were hunted, captured, thrown into isolation, interrogated, and starved. My brother emerged from that experience changed—tougher, sharper, unbreakable.

      The biggest lesson? Resilience isn't about not feeling pain. It's about pushing forward despite it.

      My brother didn't make it because he was stronger or faster than the others. He made it because he had already decided that nothing—not exhaustion, not fear, not pain—was going to stop him.

      The Special Forces pipeline is designed to strip away everything except for that choice: Do you keep going, or do you quit?

      He kept going.

      And that's why he earned the Green Beret.

      What's remarkable is how these mental strategies translate to everyday challenges. When facing that crucial presentation at work that might determine your promotion, are you focused on the discomfort or on your response to it? When dealing with a difficult team member, are you letting their behavior dictate yours, or are you pre-deciding how you'll respond? When pushing through the final sprint to meet a deadline, do you have your own mental anchors to keep you centered?

      These aren't just military tactics—they're resilience strategies anyone can use. The battlefield might be different, but the mental game is exactly the same.

      

      
        
        The Spark That Started It All: A Brief Look at My Ironman Journey

      

      

      Years before that desert race in Abu Dhabi, a colleague's dismissive "You couldn't do an Ironman" became the unlikely spark for one of my most profound lessons in resilience. Despite having no training—I couldn't even swim properly—I committed to a challenge that seemed objectively impossible: a 2.4-mile swim, 112-mile bike ride, and 26.2-mile marathon run.

      That initial day struggling to complete even 25 yards in the pool perfectly illustrated the gap between my ambition and ability. But the mind, not the body, would determine my outcome. The fear that gripped me as I dove back in was real, but so was my determination: "I will not fail."

      Resilience manifests in the simple act of showing up when every instinct tells you to quit. You’ll hear more about that full journey soon. But the spark began here, with a mental shift that transformed doubt into determination—a lesson that would serve me well years later on those crippling dunes of the Spartan race.

      

      
        
        Building Your Resilience: The Strategy of Small Wins

      

      

      Let's cut through the noise. These dramatic stories of resilience under pressure—desert races, military training, Olympic comebacks—they reveal a universal truth that's easily missed: resilience isn't built in single, epic moments. It's developed through countless small victories that compound over time, like interest in a mental bank account.

      The three key strategies we've explored so far:

      1. Pre-decision: My brother's approach of deciding responses before challenges arise

      2. Bite-Sized Wins: Breaking overwhelming obstacles into absurdly small steps

      3. Rebuilding vs. Recovering: Ashley's framework for transforming setbacks

      These tools work in concert, but here's the catch—they must be practiced deliberately in everyday moments.

      Think about that decisive moment when you finally break free from the warm grip of your bed on a cold morning. Or when you choose to have the difficult conversation instead of avoiding it. Or when you push through one more repetition when your muscles are screaming to stop.

      These seemingly minor choices? They're actually resilience training in disguise. Each one strengthens the neural pathways associated with perseverance, making it easier to access this quality when you need it most.

      I call this the "Resilience Scorecard" approach—a simple way to build this capacity deliberately. But listen, here's what most people miss: if you're not actively using this approach, you're losing ground. Your brain is literally rewiring itself every day based on your choices. Every time you hit snooze, avoid the hard conversation, or skip the workout, you're training your brain for surrender, not resilience.

      What follows is the cornerstone implementation tool of the entire Mental Mastery Pyramid—the system that will thread through every chapter of this book. While the Resilience Scorecard stands powerful on its own, in subsequent chapters we'll add specialized applications and enhancements to this framework. Master this foundation now, and each additional layer will multiply its effectiveness.

      THE RESILIENCE SCORECARD

      Each day, build your mental toughness with these four straightforward steps:

      1. PICK YOUR CHALLENGE: Choose one small, specific task for today that pushes your comfort zone slightly.

      2. REFRAME IT: See it not just as a task but as building your resilience muscle—make it meaningful beyond the action itself.

      3. DO IT DESPITE RESISTANCE: Feel the discomfort, acknowledge it, then act anyway. Your brain will fight you—expect and overcome it.

      4. TRACK AND REPEAT: Record your win visibly, creating a chain you won't want to break. Tomorrow, do it again.

      Let me share how this worked for me. No theory—real world application.

      Several years ago, I struggled with consistent exercise. I'd start strong, then gradually slide back into inactivity. The problem wasn't knowledge or even motivation—it was resilience in the face of discomfort.

      I applied the Resilience Scorecard by identifying a ridiculously small daily challenge: putting on my running shoes. That's it. No requirement to actually run—just lace up. I framed it as building my identity as someone who shows up. When resistance appeared (too tired, too busy), I acknowledged it but executed anyway.

      After each successful day, I'd mark an X on my calendar. As those X's accumulated, something shifted—not just in my behavior, but in my self-image. I became someone who keeps promises to myself, even when it's hard.

      The fascinating result wasn't just a streak of shoe-lacing—it was that once the shoes were on, running naturally followed. By focusing on the smallest point of resistance and consistently overcoming it, the larger challenge became less daunting.

      This same approach works brilliantly in professional settings. I once worked with a marketing executive who struggled with debilitating presentation anxiety. Rather than focusing on mastering entire presentations, we applied the Resilience Scorecard to one small element: the first 30 seconds of the introduction. She practiced this opening relentlessly until it became automatic. When presentation day arrived, nailing those first 30 seconds created momentum that carried her through the rest. Within six months, she went from dreading presentations to volunteering for them.

      If you're not convinced yet, consider this: research from the University of Pennsylvania shows that small, consistent practices in resilience-building create measurable changes in how the brain processes stress and adversity. This isn't just motivational talk—it's neurological transformation happening in real time with every small victory.

      Over time, these small wins compound, creating an upward spiral of capability that carries you through life's greatest challenges—from desert dunes to professional setbacks to personal struggles. And if you're not deliberately building this capacity, you're almost certainly losing it. There is no neutral ground in the battle for mental resilience.

      Your Mental Mastery Roadmap

      In this chapter, you've acquired the foundational elements of mental resilience—the base of the Mental Mastery Pyramid we're building together. You now have:

      1. Strategy: Bite-Sized Wins - Breaking overwhelming challenges into manageable steps

      2. Mental Reframe: Rebuilding vs. Recovering - Transforming setbacks into opportunities

      3. Implementation Tool: The Resilience Scorecard - Your daily practice for building mental toughness

      Next, we’ll explore how pressure can actually forge new strengths through pressure and challenge—transforming your resilient mind into a powerful forge for creating new capabilities. Each chapter builds upon these core concepts, creating a comprehensive system for mental mastery that's greater than the sum of its parts.

      

      
        
        Your Dune Is Waiting

      

      

      Take a moment now to revisit what you wrote down. Be specific. Name the most challenging aspect of your goal. Break it down into those Bite-Sized Wins we talked about. What are the three ridiculously small steps that will start your momentum? Then take that first small action—however insignificant it might seem. That single decision might be the beginning of your own transformation story.

      Think about it—recall a time when you overcame something you once thought impossible. That victory wasn't luck or talent or circumstance. That was resilience in action. You have that power within you right now—stronger than your doubts, more enduring than your discomfort, and ready to carry you toward that impossible goal you've set, one resilient choice at a time.

      Just like that wrestling match where I found one more push when everything in me wanted to quit—when I asked myself "What if he's just as tired as I am?" and that single thought changed everything—your defining moments will come when exhaustion, doubt, and fear tell you to surrender. But now you know the secret: the mind is the ultimate decider.

      But what happens when your mind itself becomes the battlefield? How do we push beyond mere resilience to actually reshape what our minds are capable of?

      That's where we turn next—to the forge itself—where through deliberate heat and pressure, your mind becomes not just resilient, but utterly transformed.

      The question isn't whether you have what it takes. You do. The question is whether you're ready to step into the forge and emerge as someone new.
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