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A Note from the Author: Native Tongue



I’ve been an emcee since fifth grade. Communicating with words is an art form that I have practiced for nearly five decades and one that I greatly respect.


With that in mind, I decided to write this book in my native tongue. What I mean by that is: It’s gonna be in my true voice. It’s gonna be a mix of Ebonics, some country Shadeville, Florida, twang from where I was born and raised, some up-top Brooklyn slang from where I came of age, and then at other times I’mma be nerding out and diving deep into philosophical concepts and introducing ideas and words that might be new to you. I might bust into rap lyrics or quote anybody from rappers to swamis, from athletes to activists, from gangstas to gurus, because all of these influences are part of my authentic voice—that’s me, that’s who I am, and that’s how I talk, and I wanted to just be myself and tell my story and share the game I’ve picked up on my journey authentically and comfortably.


Participles are gonna be dangling all over this motherfucker, so if you’re a stickler for standard grammar, this ain’t that book. My bad in advance. It’s more natural, authentic, and honest for me to write in my everyday conversational flow; and plus I knew I was gonna do an audio version and so I wanted it to sound like it’s actually my voice and my style of communication, not some textbook-sounding shit.


And trust me, I started writing at first in that super academic poindexter voice in my head, the one that’s like those super critical English teachers who think the only way to articulate well is to edit out all the shit that makes language fresh and interesting—no Black vernacular, no “ain’t finta be this” or “gon’ be that.” And why not?


Don’t get me wrong, I love great writing whether it be formal or colloquial. What I started with was very formal—and it was my story, and it was what I was trying to say, but it ain’t feel like me saying it. It ain’t have the feeling. It was too sterile and too stiff, so I scrapped it and started all over again. I believe language should serve us, not the other way around.


There is a place for formal standard English, like academic spaces where that is a requirement, and then there is a place where you just kick back and be you, like when speaking with close friends. So that’s the vibe I wanted for this book: one friend chopping it up with another, ya dig? In hip-hop we bilingual anyway. If you can relate and resonate with hip-hop, you’ll be able to pick up what I’m dropping.













Introduction



This is your life. How you live it is up to you.


But the truth is, it ain’t gonna last forever, and as we age, things are going to get more challenging healthwise, like it or not. How we take care of ourselves now will likely be the biggest determining factor in how well we age. The stress we carry, the unhealthy foods we binge on, the toxic substances we party with, the workouts we skip, the breaks we didn’t take, and the lack of healthy disciplines in our lives all come with a price. Every unhealthy choice we make adds on to that tab until one day, it’s time to pay up.


The average life span in the US is about seventy-nine years. I think that number is well below what could be possible with a holistic and healthy lifestyle, but based on how the average person is living, those are the numbers, and the numbers don’t lie. But even for those who make it to seventy-nine years, how many of those years are lived in vibrant health? People are being diagnosed younger and younger with all sorts of preventable diseases and conditions.


I want to acknowledge those sad stats, but I promise you this ain’t a book based on fear and scare tactics. Not at all. We all presumably want to live a long, healthy, and meaningful life, right? The bad news is that nobody can predict the future, but the great news is there are some very, very simple principles and practices that we can implement in our lives to help us thrive. This is a book about the positive and revolutionary effects of a healthy lifestyle. This is not a book about what the physical body looks like or this trending diet versus that diet, this book is about the journey of well-rounded well-being.


Even though my day job for the last couple decades has been a hip-hop artist and producer with dead prez, a lot of people may not know I’m a certified long-distance running coach and a longtime student of the martial arts, or why and how I became so passionate about health and fitness in the first place. The many disciplines I talk about at length in the chapters to come have revolutionized my health, fitness, mindset, and life. But even more importantly, I wanted to take my personal transformation and all my experiences in martial arts, running, plant-based nutrition, meditation, and more and break them down into a gang of actionable takeaways for you to get your own personal benefits from them. You don’t have to be a martial artist or a runner to benefit, and you don’t have to be perfect—I’m sure not. You just have to stay focused. Focus is one of my strengths, and I believe these principles can deeply inspire you to focus on your well-being on a whole new level. And hopefully what we heal in our own selves, we’ll heal in the family tree to come as well.


The World Health Organization defines health as “a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or sickness,” and that’s right in alignment with what my experience, experiments, and being a guinea pig for a nutritionist and holistic health counselor for almost thirty years have taught me. You especially see this when you start taking care of elders in your family as early as in their sixties, struggling with preventable health issues. When you see how quickly poor lifestyle habits develop into chronic illness, it gives you perspective. It ain’t gotta be like that. The medical system got drugs to treat the symptoms, but then you need drugs for the side effects of the drugs, and before you know it, your organs, your kidneys and liver, are destroyed. What is the cure? That old adage is true: an ounce of prevention beats a pound of cure. Living a long time is one thing, but living those years vibrantly well, that’s the real goal. I see it like this: if it’s in the master plan for my life, I’mma do all I can to be thriving, naturally, into the triple digits!


So dig, if you’re searching for less stress in your life and more peace of mind (ain’t we all?), if you are striving to eat better but don’t know what to trust, if you know you need to exercise more but haven’t found the right fit to make fitness a part of your lifestyle, if you are a workaholic who don’t know how to allow yourself time to rest, or if you are someone who feels like you just lack the drive to stay disciplined to make healthy choices and do the healthy things in your best interest, The 5 Principles is definitely the right book, at the right time, for you.


Over the eighty thousand some odd words of this book, with lots of self-reflection and a tremendous amount of support from my literary agency, Serendipity; my publisher, Balance (shout-out Regina, Kelly, Nana, and the whole team); and my friends and family who listened and gave constructive feedback, I’ve been able to organize the jewels from my journey and lifestyle into this book: the wellness principles that I strive to live by and have come to thrive by over the last couple decades.


The 5 Principles is kind of a hybrid type of book. It’s part memoir, in that I share personal stories from my health and fitness journey. It’s part manifesto, in that we explore inspiring philosophies and revolutionary ideas that empower well-being. And part manual, as it’s full of practices and actionable takeaways, tips, and techniques that you can try on for size.


We explore everything from why the right mindset matters, to listening to your own gut about nutrition, to finding your fitness, to prioritizing self-care and respecting rest, to staying motivated and consistent. It’s not about just knowing health facts, it’s about embracing how to actually enjoy the discipline.


So, if you’re into hanging out with a rapper for a little while who is passionate about all things well-being, and you’re ready to be inspired by real-life practices that have really changed the game for me and others, with no further ado, let’s get it.


—Stic
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CHAPTER 1



Unlearn


It was ’93. I was around nineteen or so, living in my hometown of Tallahassee, Florida. The streetlights were just starting to glow. I was sitting at the top of the stairwell outside the door of our little hustle spot in the hood on the corner of Holton Street and Osceola when a silver car I didn’t recognize pulled up. I kept my strategic distance at the top of the stairs instead of going down to meet them. The bearded dude in the driver’s seat started yelling up to me, talking real greasy and asking where one of my homeboys was, cursing and making threats about what he was going to do when he found him. I had become a hard shell in those days, and I didn’t give a fuck about much. I always kept a pistol on me, and as he was mouthing off, I started thinking to myself, This dude got some nerve to pull up to our spot making threats. How he think we the type of folk you can just run up on like that?


Not on my watch.


Blam! Blam! Blam!


I hadn’t even given it much thought. It was a street code and I had embraced it: bomb first. You can’t let dudes think they can run over you. You have to let ’em know it ain’t sweet, so I made the first move. Dude mashed the gas and sped off so fast in the car he almost crashed into the stop sign turning the corner. It happened so quickly; I didn’t even know where my shots landed. It was getting dark and harder to see clearly, but I noticed across the street there was someone laying out in the parking lot, which was a normal thing over there but for a moment I wondered if I had accidentally struck him or if he had already been there.


I didn’t even bother to check. In my mind at that time, I was a soldier in those streets, and all I knew was if I felt like I needed to protect mine, busting my gun was just part of the protocol.


I stuck my pistol back in the waistline of my khakis and calmly walked back inside our spot, closed the door, and sat down on the couch like nothing happened.


My homey who was also there was heated.


“Dawg, what the fuck? What did you do that for?” he asked.


“This sucker was talking shit and I wasn’t going for it. It ain’t nothing,” I said nonchalantly.


My boy already sensed what I was too oblivious to realize: reckless gunplay like that was only going to attract unwanted attention. I was so clueless I couldn’t even see what would come next.


Boom, boom, boom.


“TPD! Open up!!!” The pounding got louder.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


“Tallahassee Police Department. Open up, now!!!”


Oh shit! Police at the door? I got this hot pistol on me. We had all these little plastic baggies of herb spread all over the bed in the back room that my boy rushed to try and hide. There was no back door for escape and no time to jump out of a window. My homeboy stashed the weed as best he could, and I hid the .38 in the couch cushions. The cops were banging on the door, and I knew if I didn’t open the door fast, they were going to kick it in or start shooting. Just as I went to open the door, four cops rushed in like linebackers yelling, “Get down! Get down!” One of the cops gun-butted me on the forehead; I was tackled to the floor onto my chest and put in cuffs.


I went to jail that night.


But hold that thought. We’ll come back to that in a sec.


As I reflect on that troubling time in my life with you now, almost thirty years later, it’s safe to say the journey between then and now has been nothing short of revolutionary! Being just a few years away from fifty, I’m reminded of one of my favorite quotes from one of my favorite icons, Muhammad Ali: “The man who views the world at fifty the same as he did at twenty has wasted thirty years of his life.” It’s crazy thinking about how far I’ve come as a man from the frustrated kid that I was at that time. I have been truly blessed to travel the world with my rap group dead prez and experience all the life-changing cultural blessings and commercial accolades that have come with being a successful hip-hop artist.


We’ve released our own classic albums and songs, and I’ve also written, produced, collaborated, and toured with some of the best of the best, from Nas to Jay-Z to Erykah Badu, The Roots, Kanye West, and many others. I’ve also been on the front lines of community causes dear to my heart: raising awareness about police brutality, supporting political prisoner campaigns, and lending energy of solidarity to grassroots initiatives for change around the world. I’ve released two number-one albums in the “fit-hop” genre that I invented, The Workout and Workout II, and I’m still only just beginning to break ground on the mountains of synergy between hip-hop and healthy living.


I’ve received awards and critical acclaim for my work as a hip-hop artist and as an activist and advocate. I’ve also developed powerful partnerships with some of the biggest brands in the world as a creative director. I’m an entrepreneur, an author, a certified long-distance running coach, a longtime student of the martial arts, an archery instructor, and at the time of this writing, I’m also an adjunct professor at New York University. My path has taken me from being a youth full of rage to becoming a father of two amazing sons. I’m healthy, enjoying life, and grateful.


I don’t say all of that to flex, but to give you a real sense of just how much impact the five principles that I’ll share in this book have had on my life and overall well-being. The five Ps, as I like to call them, are fundamental truths that form the cornerstones of my well-being, because they have not only improved my mental and physical health and fitness, but they’ve helped me grow spiritually and continue to help me evolve as a person.


I definitely didn’t start out on a healthy path, and maybe you ain’t on one right now either, or maybe you are. Either way, I want you to know that I learned to value these principles by how they’ve impacted my life for the better, and I’m sharing them with you because I know they will make a profound difference in your life no matter who you are, where you are from, or where you’re at right now. And that’s on everything I love. If you’re already on your healthy gangsta flex, I’mma give you some ways to mix it up and keep it going. If you’re just stepping into your wellness journey, you’re gonna get a solid road map for a healthy lifestyle, tailor-fit to who you are, that flows with your unique goals as you go and grow. You don’t have to be perfect, but you do have to be focused.


Before I get ahead of myself, let’s get back to the focus at hand. Where was I? Oh right, in Leon County Jail.


Me Time


Time in a cell can be a game changer,


I can hate it or redirect that same anger


Get focused on life like in a monk’s chamber


Get physically fit back on my healthy gangsta.


—“Me Time” by Stic, Workout II


One thing about jail is that it forces you to sit down. Being still can provide its own medicine. One day during my incarceration I was daydreaming, sitting down on the edge of my bunk in my “county blues” uniform staring at the concrete cell floor, and somehow I slipped out of my normal state of consciousness and into a sort of trance. The best way to describe it is that my mind—or my mind’s eye—was looking out of the front windshield of a car onto a road but there was no car, and the road seemed to be just arising out of nowhere as I explored around. Was I going crazy? It felt like my mind was watching something happen, but I also had the sense that I was somehow creating the road ahead of me at the same time. Was I choosing this or was my mind choosing it? The power of that question in itself made me start to consider, what is the distinction between “me” and “my mind”? I decided to test what was happening. I thought “right,” and the road curved to the right. I formed the intention of “left” and sure enough, things swerved left. I kept on down the road like this. I still wasn’t sure what the hell I was experiencing so to test the possibilities even more, I had the random idea of candy canes popping out of the ground like telegraph poles. As soon as I had the thought, boom—red-and-white candy canes appeared out of nowhere. All this time I was in this trance state, I was oblivious to everything else—my focus and attention were completely absorbed in the moment; the experience had arisen by itself and I was just flowing along with this wild ride inside my mind, in awe. But then, all of a sudden, I snapped out of it when I thought to myself, Whoa, I must be hallucinating. Did these jail motherfuckers try to poison me with the water or the food I ate? Am I going crazy? I was back in the reality of sitting on the edge of my bed in that concrete cell just like that.


The entire experience lasted probably less than ten minutes, but for those lucid moments, dog, I was somewhere else. It’s like I had escaped from jail and I was free on a whole other level. I didn’t understand what had happened, but the quality of those minutes opened something inside of me. It showed me that there are way more levels of the mind to explore beyond the everyday thoughts and worries and noise floating around in our heads. For just a brief moment in time, I had found a path in my own mind to leave that jail and be free. It was like my subconscious mind was showing me that through my conscious choices, I have the power to create the road ahead of me in my real life. They had my body. But they couldn’t lock my mind down.


It wasn’t the first time I’d been to jail, but it was the first time I had been in jail for months at a time. I remember just looking around in the dormitory and really taking in just how many generations of us were in there—the whole spectrum of us on lockdown: from the young and don’t give a fuck like I was at the time to gray-hair OGs that still didn’t give a fuck. It was straight bros, gay cats, geniuses, the mentally challenged, dudes in lockup for traffic violations, probation violations, scams, domestic violence, drug possession, Muslims, Christians, college kids, and plenty of cats swearing their innocence—every type of individual you can imagine. No matter what side of the track, we were all packed in that motherfucker together. It felt like a human penalty box we’d all somehow ended up in from the circumstances and conditions that set up the choices we’d made in our lives. I was like, Damn, I fell for the trap, too! I was starting to see the game for what it is and coming to grips with the very likely possibility that if I didn’t make some changes in the street life mentality I was trapped in, I’d be another statistic coming in and out of jail for the rest of my life or worse.


It was the wake-up call I needed.


Shifting My Mindset


Time stands still in jail, and you don’t get let out just because you feel like you’ve learned your lesson. I still had to sit down for the rest of my sentence even though my spirit was ready to leap out them gates. I worked in the kitchen two times a day, serving the county slop they called food and cleaning off trays after feed time was over. The work was monotonous, but it got me out of my cell twice a day and it helped pass the time. More than anything though, I was reading my ass off. Jail staff brought carts full of books once a week, and I was grabbing everything I could. I really got into one giant book called Dianetics, which, I found out much later, was authored by L. Ron Hubbard, who had his own share of controversies, but that’s another story. At the time, the book was right on time for me and very enlightening. It went deep into theories on philosophy and the mind, different aspects of how the brain works, how the way we perceive things can be influenced and manipulated, and how trauma and negative behaviors from the past show up in our choices and experiences. As I thought about those insights applied to my own life, I started realizing more and more how the survival-mode mentality I had learned on the block was actually blocking my progress. At times I played cards with the other guys and I picked up drawing again, a hobby I had as a youth, but more than anything I was reading about the mind and self-reflecting every chance I got.


My mindset was slowly shifting, but I still had a long way to go before I’d shake a lot more shackles and unhealthy habits I picked up in the streets. My mom and dad visited me on two separate occasions, and I apologized for my actions to them both and let them know I was planning on making better choices. They were disappointed but supportive and encouraging. My lady Afya was showing me she was a rider; even though we’d only just been together for some months at that time, she visited me every single day I was incarcerated. That meant a lot to me. Other inmates were jealous and made jokes every time I’d get called on for another visit, but I didn’t care what they thought. Those visits from my mom and pops and seeing Afya show up consistently, making the effort to come and support me, helped me start to recognize how much my life and choices mattered not only to myself, but to people I cared about most: my family and community.


I thought a lot about the different positive and negative influences I’d had in my life up to that point—the foundations I’d learned at home, the many explicit and implicit lessons I learned there, where I aligned and where I didn’t. I questioned religion. I question everything. I thought about all of the seeds that had been planted in my dome by so many diverse sectors of my surrounding community. I had received a kind of diplomatic immunity in so many circles, as the young rap dude who was kicked out of a racist high school that everyone wanted to look out for and offer their mentorship to help me grow and stay out of trouble. I thought about how I had veered off the path of all my early culturally conscious influences and how the ideas I picked up in the streets about what being a G meant had become a hardwired part of my mentality. I reflected on all the Afrocentric mentors around town that had embraced me and let me crash on their couches and taught me about our culture and allowed me to soak up their knowledge. I’ll get into this more in Chapter 3, but being a local hanging on and around the HBCU Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University (FAMU) campus, though I never enrolled, had given me a positive education in a gang of ways. Although I had fallen for a lot of the traps in the streets that I’d already been made aware were out there, all those powerful seeds were not wasted on me. They just took their time to sprout.


The Trap


Black lives matter, fasho. All lives matter fasho. But to borrow a phrase from Oprah—you know how she always says “What I know for sure”—I can say this: as a Black man and as a human being, what I know fasho, so much so that it’s literally principle number one in my book, is mindset matters.


Mindset is the outlook, perspective, level of self-awareness, and mental filter that we make our choices through, and it matters in so many ways to the success of anything we want to be, do, or have in life. I saw an interview where the late, great poet Gil Scott-Heron was explaining the meaning behind his classic masterpiece “The Revolution Will Not Be Televised.” He said the most significant revolution can’t be viewed on television because that revolution happens in your mind.


I wasn’t in my right mind when I fired those shots that landed me in the county jail. Shit, I was so hardheaded at that time I didn’t know what my right mind even was. Before I could ever even think about getting to the point where the knucklehead I was back in the day would later grow to appreciate making healthier choices in how I eat or make fitness a priority in my lifestyle or learn to heal emotionally and all those kinds of positive things that keep us well—it was becoming clearer and clearer to me that my mindset had to change.


But finding that clarity can be like a jungle sometimes.


In countries where monkey populations are so huge that they’re considered a local nuisance by the neighboring towns, trappers have learned to use the monkeys’ psychology to trap them. They use sugar cubes as bait, allowing the monkeys easy access to the sugar through holes cut in gourds just big enough for their hands to squeeze in and grab it. It’s not long before whole monkey tribes become addicted to the sweet bait. The hole is large enough for the monkey to get his hand inside, but not large enough for the monkey’s fist to come back out while still holding on to the sugar cubes. So, the monkey gets caught by the trap, because he won’t let go. The monkey wants that familiar treat more than he values his own safety and freedom.


Social conditioning kind of works like those traps, tempting us with sugar-coated, often false notions of the world around us and how it works. Being attached to what you are familiar with can be comforting and feel safe, but it can easily become a trap in itself. Through the lens of the game, or the socially constructed status quos, we see things how we are conditioned and trained to see them. We see the sweet we want but we don’t realize the trap. We get stuck in the identities of our programming. We become attached to dysfunctional thought patterns and beliefs, and we end up trapped like a monkey does with his stubborn fist full of sugar cubes. Instead of using the power of our own intelligence to save ourselves and let go of potentially dangerous ideas and ideals, we suffer, and we miss out on alternative solutions and opportunities that could free us up in new ways. And by the way, it’s interesting to note that human beings share roughly 99 percent of the exact same DNA as chimpanzees. There is only 1 percent genetic difference, yet there is, at least theoretically, a vast amount of difference between the intellectual sophistication of a human and of a chimpanzee. But sometimes it’s harder to tell.


I was the epitome of that proverbial monkey, sleepwalking through life, holding on to a dysfunctional street-life mindset like a sugar cube. There were some valuable tests and takeaways I got from the streets, too, I ain’t going to front, but where I was ultimately headed was not going to turn out well. Sometimes just letting go of what’s not good for us is the best thing we can do for our lives in the long run. The trials and tribulations and tough times we go through are actually some of the best teachable moments. As we become more self-aware and start to shake off the shackles of our “environmentality”—the way we think and live based on the limiting conditions of our environment—we are able to consciously grow and take care of ourselves better. You don’t have to just be the product of your environment; you can also be the producer of it.


Knowing the L.E.D.G.E.


You ain’t got to be locked up to be in prison. We can be mentally incarcerated by the thoughts and the social conditioning that we allow to control us. During that “sit down” in the county for those months, I was able to put in perspective how the conditions of my environment were influencing my mindset and choices for the worse. And at the same time, I was becoming more and more aware of how I could use the power of my own mind to influence my conditions—for the better.


Until we learn otherwise, our mindsets are shaped by the world and how we perceive the conditions around us, and that mindset shapes our identity. And how we self-identify shapes our choices. In my youth, the street-life mentality was my framework, so I made choices from that limited knowledge of myself. Maybe you are in that same space right now or maybe your mindset is shaped by some other limiting view of your self-identity—it could be all sorts of conditioning that we take on as who we are without fully realizing it.


Mindset frames your worldview, and out of your worldview, you make your choices—and our choices ultimately shape our lives. Once we recognize this, the floodgates of possibilities open up. This is when we can really start to take ownership of our mindset in our lives to improve our well-being. Knowledge of self begins when we stop sleepwalking through life and we start to become more self-aware and conscious of our actions. We have to be willing to let go of what we think we already know. Let go of the limiting boxes. We have to be willing to admit when we are wrong. The more we really know and understand ourselves, the better choices we can make. The conditions and challenges we face definitely shape us, but I’ve seen that it’s really the quality of our choices in the circumstances that matters most.


Deprogramming


So, I was still in jail, but I wasn’t going crazy. I was waking up. I was just at the very beginning of a lifelong process but that time in jail was just the call to action I needed to start getting my mind right.


Many years later, I came across the work of author Vishen Lakhiani and his eye-opening concept of “culturescape,” which he uses to define the world of race, class, nationality, ethnicity, religion, and business around us with its social conditioning, long-held beliefs, and limiting behaviors—the “bullshit rules,” as he calls them. What we by default see as right and wrong, what’s expected of us, how we are expected to think, how we define respect, how we dress, how we talk, how we feel we’re supposed to react in different scenarios—these are our culturescapes, or what I call “boxes of behavior” that can limit our ability to make conscious choices that are in our best interest.


Lakhiani continues to break things down: By intentionally thinking and living outside of the expectations of this unconscious “programming,” we start to wake up. Instead of being controlled by the identities of the world around us, we start to focus on an identity in the world that we consciously choose. The more we understand what has shaped and motivated us—for the good or for the bad—the better we can make wiser and healthier choices going forward.


Building Self-Awareness


No health goals are sustainable without the right mindset. Mindset and mental well-being are the foundation of all other aspects of health, ’cause if the mind ain’t right, we won’t have the awareness, the discipline, the balance, or the internal motivation to consistently make the choices that are in our best interest. Self-awareness creates the space and gives us the intel to decode and recode ourselves.


It starts with a reality check of where we are and gaining an understanding why we are the way we are, and then making a decision to learn better and do better, creating a vision of a healthier version of our lives that we can aspire to. We can remix our mindset, beliefs, and behaviors anytime we choose. It’s really an empowering, revolutionary process.


At birth, my pops named me Clay after my granddad, but I changed it to Khnum as I gained more knowledge about my cultural roots as an African descendent. Khnum is the principle of creativity and building, symbolized by the ram-headed master potter in ancient Egyptian cosmology, who spun clay on his cosmic potter’s wheel to mold the bodies and spirits of man come to life. We are all like this in the sense that we can shape and reshape our lives for the better. Unlearning, unpacking, and understanding what impacts and shapes us and how we in turn are impacting and shaping our own experiences is key. Through our mindsets, like master potters, the form our life takes on is in our own hands.


Living and learning produce self-knowledge that enables us to move forward from the limitations that no longer serve us. Life is a classroom. You can learn from any situation. Every experience is a part of the curriculum. The more we pay attention to our experiences and catch the jewels from them, the better we can understand their valuable lessons.


I call it knowing the ledge, with the acronym L.E.D.G.E.—for Learn Every Day Grow Evolve—and it’s a lifelong pledge to keep learning every day, growing, and evolving.


It’s about always remaining a student of life.















CHAPTER 2



White-Belt Mentality


Despite my firm convictions, I have always been a man who tries to face facts, and to accept the reality of life as new experience and new knowledge unfolds it. I have always kept an open mind, which is necessary to the flexibility that must go hand in hand with every form of intelligent search for truth.


—Malcolm X


When Malcolm X broke with the Nation of Islam in 1964, he had been a devoted member and leader of the movement for more than a decade. His impact had been so undeniable that he was known as one of the most influential members of the Nation, ranking just behind its founder, Elijah Muhammad. For twelve years, his voice, image, thoughts—everything about him—were synonymously linked with the NOI. Imagine then, how much personal integrity it took for Malcolm to take the stand he took when he ultimately left the Nation. Here was a proud Black man who, since the early 1950s, had led the charge as the organization’s national spokesperson and helped build it into a powerful movement across the US, well-known and respected around the world. He was THE voice and face of the movement. It would have been so much easier, and less dangerous, for him to just be quiet about the upsetting personal things he learned about his leader and teacher Elijah Muhammad. He could have chosen to deny it or ignore what had come to light and kept it to himself. He didn’t have to publicly acknowledge the radical change of perspective on race that his pilgrimage to Mecca had produced in him. But being the man of integrity that he was, Malcolm humbled himself to the truth as he saw it, and changed with change, just as he did when, as Detroit Red, he humbled himself in prison to become the minister Malcolm X, the same way he was willing to adopt a position of growth and change after coming back from Mecca as el-Hajj Malik el-Shabazz.


What Malcolm X possessed was the integrity and confidence to know when and how to become a student in life again and again. Thankfully, we don’t all have to face the same level of consequences that Malcolm did for changing his mind, but when it comes to personal growth and healthy living, being able to humble ourselves and embrace a beginner’s mind, or what I call a white-belt mentality, is powerful and necessary. Like 2Pac said, “even the genius asks questions.”


I’m willing to bet you know what a black belt is even if you never studied martial arts a day in your life. A black belt is what all the students strive to be. It is the most popular symbol of expertise in martial arts. The black belt represents knowledge and skill. The white belt, on the other hand, represents the opposite. The white belt is the first belt someone starting a martial art practice will receive; it signifies the beginning of a new journey. In other words, the white belt is the beginner, the novice. In the martial-arts training space, or dojo, the white belt is the most unskilled and untrained. He’s like an unformed lump of clay. But the good thing is you know that as a white belt in the dojo, you don’t know. And when you know you don’t know you are in the best frame of mind to be able to grow by listening and learning and asking questions. You’re open to considering all kinds of possibilities. Ain’t no room for the ego because the beginner is getting humbling reminders in class daily when confronted with greater skills and more advanced knowledge. Whatever you think you know is easily yielded when you’re put on your ass, over and over and over. You’re forced to swallow your pride when confronted with challenges that require greater skills than you actually have. A dude who’s got a little bit of hands in the street and expects to dominate advanced students in the dojo will quickly realize that all the wild bravado in the world ain’t got shit on properly executed techniques. As a white belt, you have no choice but to be humble, open, and receptive to learn. But dig this: one of the greatest philosophical insights that the martial arts teach is that in every disadvantage there is an advantage. So, the fact that the white-belt student is a beginner means that he or she has the most to learn—and that’s why the white belt has the greatest potential in the dojo.


Beginner’s Advantage


Instead of establishing rigid rules and separative thoughts, we should look within ourselves to see where our particular problems lie and our cause of ignorance. You see, ultimately all type of knowledge simply means self-knowledge. You must look for truth yourself and directly experience every minute detail for yourself.


—Bruce Lee


Maintaining a white-belt mentality in life and in your well-being practice gives you an advantage because you are honest with yourself about what is working and what’s not working, and it’s only from that space of awareness and realness that we can actually grow and develop.


We have a tendency as humans to cling to the familiar way as THE WAY. But in doing so, we can easily get stuck repeating patterns that may or may not actually be working out for us. We too often block our blessings by thinking we already know what’s correct instead of being open and listening, living, and learning to receive insight that could greatly benefit our lives. How many traditions and cycles in our families and communities do we continue just because that’s the way it’s been done, even when we see it hasn’t worked out so well? People say the older we get the more we get stuck in our ways but shit, it’s plenty of young folks in their own way, too. You can benefit from a white-belt mentality at any and every age.


As the white belt, you are a fresh canvas. Nothing is decided. Everything is new. Anything is possible. Many people think that admitting that they have more to learn is a weakness, but owning our ignorance is actually one of the smartest things we can do. And when it comes to making healthy choices for your life, the humility to recognize and acknowledge that there’s always more to know and room to grow is one of the greatest strengths you can have.


A white-belt mentality recognizes there is no one right way to accomplish anything. Everybody is unique and learns differently, truth is relative, things change, context matters—there’s always more than one way up the mountain! There are conventional systems of knowledge and alternative systems of knowledge. You can learn from scientific methods, and you can also learn through your own spiritual instincts. You can learn through your own experiences and those of others. You can learn from instruction, and you can learn through intuition. You can consult an expert or an oracle or both. Just as there are a gang of ways of living, there are mad avenues for learning. As things change, people change, information changes, situations and circumstances change—our minds and behaviors can and should also change, adapt, and respond accordingly. Everything changes. The ability to either change or adapt to one’s environment is actually a sign of intelligence and resilience, not weakness.


Many impactful people throughout time have acknowledged that humility is the beginning of wisdom. Mike Tyson said, “If you’re not humble, life will visit humbleness upon you.” Albert Einstein put it this way: “A true genius admits that he/she knows nothing.” In her classic song “On and On,” my homey Erykah Badu said, “The man that knows something knows that he knows nothing at all.”


That’s the white-belt mentality. It allows us to break out of ignorant patterns and cycles, acknowledge our own strengths and shortcomings, stay curious, and cultivate an open-minded perspective as a lifelong attitude. It’s cool to respect the knowledge and expertise that the black belt represents, but it’s about putting some perspective and respect on that white belt, too. After all, a black belt is just a white belt that has kept on learning.


Testing Our Theories


Even though I’ve been expressing my twin passions for hip-hop and healthy living for decades now, and there are people who think of me as a health and fitness expert—some even have gone so far as to say I’m a guru, which I never claim to be—I see myself as a student of life, sharing my notes with my fellow classmates. I’m always reevaluating ideas and considering multiple ways of doing things. I’ve come to see that acknowledging and exploring my own ignorance is a great source of inspiration and insight as I continue to learn and evolve.


One of the ways I continue to learn, grow, and evolve on the daily is through reading.


My mom taught me how to read early, at like two years old. She’d give me words to find and I’d make a game of pointing those words out in newspapers, magazines, and dictionaries. Even in my “fuck school” phase, or jail, I never lost my love for learning and reading. Today, I probably have amassed over three thousand books.


On tour, the homies nicknamed me Booker “G” Washington because I’d always travel with more books than clothes in my luggage. I carry a book with me everywhere, like I used to carry my pistol. If I know I’mma be waiting in line at a bank, or in the carpool line while picking my son up from school, or doing any errand where I might have an opportunity to study, I’ll definitely have a book within reach. And if I don’t have a physical book on deck, I’ll always have my earbuds handy to tap into an audiobook on my phone. I prefer physical books, but audiobooks are so convenient because you can listen and learn while your hands are busy. Reading is one of my favorite forms of entertainment as well as one of the most convenient ways I broaden my knowledge base.


But it ain’t just about being book smart. We can memorize all kinds of facts and claim we have knowledge, but unless we test that theoretical knowledge in the context of the living, moving, nuanced, and changing circumstances of real life, it’s just theory—and as Fred Hampton of the Black Panther Party so eloquently put it, “theory with no practice ain’t shit.” We have to continually put our theories to the test in real situations to test their validity. And what used to work yesterday might not work today or tomorrow.


These days, in the wellness space, there are all kinds of diets and workouts claiming to be the best thing ever. Everybody wants to prove their method is the right way or the only way. I say soak it up, be a sponge to it all—it’s healthy to see many sides and be well-rounded. We don’t need to be fanatics about any one perspective to the point where we get stuck in our own ignorance. There are many ancient wisdom traditions and other old-school ways of thinking and going about things that are tried and tested and remain valid in our lives from generation to generation, and it is a beautiful thing to honor, preserve, and implement the richness of our cultural legacies. Yet we should also respect the fact that for culture to remain relevant it must be updateable, upgradeable, and applicable for the changing modern world. Like software updates on our phones and computers, it’s good to update our mental operating systems often. We want to use the best and wisest practices that we can, whether old or new. As Bruce Lee would say, and you’ll hear me say this again and again: “Absorb what is useful, discard what is useless and add what is specifically your own.”


So, if we can say as a metaphor the black belt represents the skills, knowledge, and answers we all seek for well-being in our lives, then learning to continually ask ourselves better and better questions is a great way for the white belt to make progress in that direction.


A Question of Power


I took a course in holistic life coaching some years back, and one of the most impactful takeaways I still use to this day is a tool called the “power question.” Authors Jerold Panas and Andrew Sobel coined the term in their best-selling book by the same title. Power questions, put simply, are questions that are engaging, thought provoking, and open up empowering possibilities.


For example, let’s take a common statement like, “I just don’t like working out,” and rephrase it as a power question. It might sound something like this: “What’s something I can do to better enjoy working out?”


Power questions are designed to uncover and get to the root cause of important issues, decisions, problems, and dilemmas and inspire us to look past what is and see what can be possible through our own actions or a shift in perspective. Power questions reframe perspectives in proactive and transformative ways. The right question, a powerful question, can cascade into a wave of actionable insight and forward momentum in your life.


Powerless statements and questions, on the other hand, only have one answer that is readily available, so there’s no inspiration to dig deeper. If I were to ask you a closed-ended question that just has a yes or no answer, that won’t pull out any particularly useful insights or help you to imagine things differently. But power questions are like prompts designed to draw out new and more helpful ways of seeing things.


Practicing reframing our preconceived notions and limiting conclusions, thoughts, and self-talk into the form of power questions gives us the chance to expand our perspective and our options. The right question can help you reframe a scenario in a way that reveals a new solution you might not have seen otherwise. They offer us the opportunity to consider alternate endings to life’s situations and circumstances.


Here are eight ways I strive to apply a white-belt mindset in my life, followed by power questions that correspond to each of the takeaways:




1. REMOVE THE FILTER. If you root your identity in fixed ideas, you will inevitably get stuck when those notions aren’t flexible enough to align with reality effectively. When you feel stagnant, confused, frustrated, or things just seem unclear, there’s a good chance your conditioned self-identity is getting in the way of you seeing what could be possible for you, without that filter limiting your options. Strive to identify which aspects of your conditioned “environmentality” are influencing your perspective. Investigate the cause of your own ignorance by asking yourself what you are not seeing because of your attachments to certain preferences.


Power Questions: What cultural ideas and influences are shaping, framing, or even limiting my perspective and options in my current situation? How’s that working out? Which things are helping? Are there other ideas beyond my cultural norms to consider that may be helpful, and, if so, what are they?


2. HUMBLE UP. Self-improvement begins with the humility to recognize that there is always room to grow. Acknowledging the limits of what we know in a given scenario frees our minds to learn and make power moves forward.


Power Question: What could my own arrogance and assumptions be in the way of, or be blocking, right now?


3. REEVALUATE. What works in one scenario may not work in another; and what worked in the past may not continue to work in the future, and vice versa.


Power Questions: What patterns am I repeating that are no longer serving me or the others around me? What actions have worked out well for me in similar scenarios?


4. ARGUE THE OPPOSITE. Be well-rounded. It’s fine to have your notions, but the more perspectives you can appreciate, the better and more options you give yourself to flow with life.


Power Questions: What if the opposite were true? What else am I not seeing or considering? Can more than one perspective be valid in this scenario?


5. TRY A “YES, AND” PERSPECTIVE. There’s more than one way up the mountain. Respect and appreciate different ways of doing things.


Power Question: What other ways might also work?


6. THEORY—PRACTICE—THEORY. Live, learn, adapt, and repeat. Trust your own experience, but also pick up game from the experiences of others and examples all around you.


Power Questions: How can I test my belief or assumption? How is my current theory/belief/perspective working out in my life? What adjustments can I make to something I hold true that might help achieve different results?


7. TAKE CLASSES. Learn new skills; budget time, energy, and money for continuing your education. It doesn’t have to be formal institutional education, it can be in any form—online, or even from a friend. One of my favorite ways to learn is to hire consultants. You pay for an hour of their time, ask questions, and take notes.


Power Questions: How could I increase my knowledge or skills in this area? How would improving or developing more skills in a particular area be of benefit? Who could I consult on this issue that has expertise I don’t? What key words can I google to get more insight on a given issue or interest? What kind of classes online or in person are available so I can continue my education in a particular direction? Who do I know that can teach me or give me insight on a particular question I may have?


8. PUT IT TO THE TEST. Always be willing to reevaluate and reconsider your perspectives and options, because things can change, nuances matter, and real-life wisdom is not fixed—it’s fluid.


Power Questions: How can I test my assumptions? What have I learned from my tests and experience? What adjustments will be helpful?

















CHAPTER 3



Right Mind: Building Mental & Emotional Fitness


Emancipate yourselves from mental slavery; none but ourselves can free our minds.


—Bob Marley


This may be a controversial statement, and I hope you’ll receive it in the constructive sense and context that I mean it: The greatest slavery in the history of the world, that human beings still suffer the tyranny of every day, was not chattel slavery, or economic slavery, or even sexual slavery—though all those still contribute to what I’m about to say. I believe the most oppressive system of slavery the world has ever seen is the state of believing in the illusion of control that stress has over our lives. When we give our power over to stress, it becomes the ultimate oppressive force and monster in our own minds, and it’s one of the toughest obstacles we will ever face.


You might not immediately agree, but I feel like we instinctively know this; but at the same time, we feel like everybody else reacts this way, so it’s normalized and many of us feel that it’s unrealistic to think things could be different. “If you’re human, that’s just the way it is,” we tell ourselves to rationalize the control stress has over our lives. And so, we’re stuck in our different degrees of emotional suffering largely because we don’t or won’t take the time, or don’t have the know-how, to break the cycle. But because of the epidemic-size devastation and havoc stress wreaks in our lives, in our relationships, and on our mental, emotional, and physical well-being, stress is an opponent worthy of much study and much respect.


In his book Stress Free for Life, Ra Un Nefer Amen suggests stress is the leading contributor to all sorts of preventable chronic and acute illnesses, mental disorders, and even lowered IQ. He proposes that stress can and must be prevented and eliminated, not just managed. He explains the reason that we struggle to do so is because we misunderstand what stress actually is. We might know when we are feeling “stressed,” but do we know what stress actually consists of?


Stress is a combination of thoughts, emotions, and bodily responses. One of the things renowned scientist Ivan Pavlov demonstrated with his experiments in the 1890s—in which he noticed that, after some conditioning, dogs would salivate at the sound of a ringing bell—was that our thoughts, emotions, and bodily responses are connected. In 1935, Harvard psychologist Walter B. Cannon described stress as a disturbing force that upsets a person’s usual balance or homeostasis, a term he coined for the general sense of ease and flow of our internal functions—temperature, blood pressure, pH balance of the blood, pulse, and so forth. However, thousands of years before this, Chinese physicians had already used the term tai chi to describe this state of inner balance, and they taught that stress was its chief disturbance.


In Western society, we have been conditioned to believe that stress is caused by stressful things outside our control that “stress us,” but let’s question that for a sec. If stress is actually caused by outside factors, then why is it that people get stressed by a particular challenging situation while others don’t? That means that, as hard as it might be to accept for some of us, the truth is that situations don’t automatically cause stress; it is our own response to the situation that causes it. However, there’s a positive aspect: if our responses to situations cause stress, our responses can also prevent stress. Stress is not a thing in and of itself, caused by outside “stressors” (a stressful relationship, a stressful job, stressful financial times, or a stressful day). Stress is a mental, emotional, and physical reaction to those situations and circumstances, which we cause or prevent by how we perceive, process, and respond to them. That doesn’t mean that certain situations are not challenging or difficult, but there is a difference between responding to challenging situations in a stressed-out way and responding from a stable space of peace within ourselves—a big difference. You’ve probably heard the idea that in “stressful” situations we have only a few choices: either fight or flight. In more modern circles, they’ve added “freeze”—where you get so overwhelmed that you don’t respond either way, like a deer in headlights—and “fawn”—where you try to appease whomever or whatever is causing you the stress. So, within the parameters of these limited reactions, we can only go to battle against whatever we are feeling; try to suppress, run away, and avoid it; do nothing at all; or be appeasing.


But there’s another option—we can flow.


A BETTER STRESS RESPONSE




Lack of knowledge, skill, or understanding; malnutrition; too little or too much movement; lack of rest; lack of inspiration; doing too much or not doing what we need to do are all contributing factors and triggers to the stress we experience in our lives. But we are not powerless to fix that. Responding with flow instead of stress is an attainable skill through practice.


In my own experiences, I’ve come to realize that stress is one of my best teachers. When I’m triggered by life events and I start to feel that disturbance of my peace, those triggers that I used to call stresses and stressors, I now see them as reminders to return to my practice of flow and choose to respond mindfully instead of losing my shit and spazzing out. At least, most of the time.
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