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Introduction

Once upon a time, more than fifteen years ago, I was a commercial lawyer. (It would be wrong to say that this was my chosen career; I simply stood mindlessly on a conveyor belt that took me from high school to law school to legal practice.) To the world I presented the veneer of an “achiever.” I had a New Zealand honors degree and a U.S. master’s degree. I had practiced law in New Zealand, London, and Detroit. I was the managing partner of a prominent law firm. I had a large base of loyal clients, an expanding profile, and a high income. That was the me that the world saw: the external me.

For many of my colleagues, the practice of law was a vocation. For me, however, it was just a career. And so there existed a gulf between the external me and the inner me. Inside I felt as though I had achieved nothing of value. I felt anxious, lonely, insecure, weary. I had a vague sense that I—the real me—was someone different from the person who was playing the various roles the world saw and judged. Not that I had any idea who the real me was. I simply sensed that, whoever it was, I violated it every day that I remained a lawyer.

Admittedly, lawyering had its satisfactions. I liked and respected my colleagues and clients. I found it rewarding to develop staff and work in teams. On occasion I would become absorbed in the intellectual challenge of solving legal problems. And of course there were external trappings, in the form of money, prestige, recognition, and the esteem of others.

Those trappings seemed important to me then; I needed them as props. But they failed to give me an inner sense of well-being and security. As the years passed, a sense of emptiness, even deadness, grew within me. It was as if my core were shriveling up and dying.

I assumed then that career angst was an isolated phenomenon confined to me and a few other unfortunates. I was wrong. It is rife throughout the world of managers and professionals—in the United States, Canada, and in fact all the developed economies. It distresses me to come across, each and every day, extraordinary individuals who are engaged (usually very “successfully”) in work that they do not value and that uses only a fraction of their talents. Such people feel empty and insecure, though their work achievements may be judged glittering by others.

What makes it worse is that this pain is avoidable. The world of work is changing dramatically. Generations past had little choice but to accept the monolithic model of a lifetime career—something to be chosen in young adulthood and persevered with until retirement forty-five years later. Now there exists an abundance of choice. In the twenty-first century, the scope for tailoring work to the person will grow still further. Those who arm themselves with the mind-set and skills needed to take advantage of this new flexibility have the chance to build fulfilling and secure working lives. For those who don’t, protection from the buffeting winds of change will be ever harder to find.

Career orthodoxy, unfortunately, is stuck in a time warp and ignores the new choices. If you subscribe to this orthodoxy (it is hard not to—it is drummed into most of us from an early age):




	You see work as a distinct, and relatively static, compartment of your life. It coexists uneasily with—and usually dominates—other compartments.

	You work to satisfy an economic purpose: earning a living.

	You regard work as the opposite of leisure. Leisure is voluntary and enjoyable. Work is mandatory; any enjoyment is a bonus. As J. M. Barrie put it, “It is not real work unless you would rather be doing something else.”



These attitudes were understandable one hundred, fifty, even twenty-five years ago. It is time now to discard them.

The Money Is the Gravy contrasts the concept of “career”—with its sterile connotations of money, status, and duty—with the concept of “calling.” If you are pursuing your calling, you are, in Joseph Campbell’s powerful phrase, “following your bliss”:


	Your work is a freely chosen, life-enhancing activity, integrated with all the other threads of your life.

	You work to fulfill a biological purpose: personal growth and self-expression.

	Your work is a form of leisure, and inherently enjoyable.



Each of these orientations has its pros and cons. If you choose to travel along the orthodox career path, the bad news is that you are likely to experience a life of angst, including a debilitating sense of talents wasted, opportunities lost, a life unlived. The good news is that you can expect to be well rewarded financially. You will have, moreover, plenty of company, for this is the path that all too many well-educated people select.

If you choose to find and pursue your calling, the bad news is that your lifestyle may need to be less splendid. The good news is that you will enjoy a rich, vital, full life. You will be far more secure than all those poor folk with a fine bank balance but a shriveled sense of self.

It’s your choice. Which are you going to choose? The money or your life?

Twenty years ago, I chose the money. Back then, I was stuck in orthodox career mode. I would have dismissed as romantic rubbish Bette Davis’s concept of a calling: “To fulfill a dream, to be allowed to sweat over lonely labor, to be given a chance to create, is the meat and potatoes of life. The money is the gravy.”

Since then, however, I have been on a journey. It has taken me, so far, from legal practice into general management, then on into a fulfilling mix of consulting, teaching, writing, mentoring, study, and voluntary work. Above all, it has been, and continues to be, a journey of self-discovery.

One of the things I have learned is that, yes, money is just the gravy.

These days I love my work. There was a time when it seemed to me foolish to even hope for such a thing. I now know that it is a proper and realistic goal—one that you, too, can realize if you adopt the mind-set of an explorer and set off today to find your calling.


PART I

The Stakes
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“So this is hell. Why, it looks just like my old office!”


One

Angst

Both success and failure are difficult to endure. Along with success come drugs, divorce, fornication, bullying, travel, meditation, medication, depression, neurosis and suicide. With failure comes failure.

JOSEPH HELLER

THE BIGLIE

“Go west, young man,” they said a century ago. Today, they say, to young men and women alike, “Go find a career.”

They say, or slyly imply, that a career will bring health, wealth, and happiness. But it’s a con. Careers may well bring wealth, but all too often they harm health and lock out happiness.

What careers most often bring is angst. They should come with a government warning: CAREERS CAN BE HAZARDOUS TO YOUR HEALTH.

You think I’m exaggerating? Sadly, the angst-ridden achievers described in the next few pages are not abnormal. They and their like abound in every career you can name.

Emptiness, Weariness: Maggie, 31, Accountant

Maggie has finally made it. She has just become a partner in an international accounting firm. It is for this that she has striven so hard over the past eight years. And it has been hard. There was a time when accountants simply had to process and bill the work that came in the door. Now to become a partner in the firm, Maggie has had to prove that she could develop staff, build new business, manage client relationships, plus meet a huge fees budget. On top of all that she has had an infant daughter to look after. Little wonder that over the last three years she has usually ended up back at the office after dinner.

For years the goal in front of her has been to become a partner. Yet the expected feeling of triumph is lacking. A line from a Peggy Lee song keeps running through her head:Is that all there is? Her goal having been achieved, it now seems empty, worthless. Indeed, her whole working life seems empty. Which, she tells herself, is absurd— how can it be empty when at the same time it is too busy, too full?



Need and struggle are what excite and inspire us; our hour of triumph is what brings the void.

William James



In those all-too-few hours that Maggie spends relaxing with her husband and daughter, it often strikes her that Maggie-the-accountant is an adopted persona, a facade that she presents to the world. But if that is so, who is the real Maggie inside the facade? There she draws a blank. Inside the facade is—nothing.Hello, she feels like shouting,is anyone in there?

For the last few years Maggie has been constantly, numbingly weary. Nothing seems to help: not sleep, not vacations, not vitamin tablets, not exercise. She tells herself that this simply reflects an overbusy life. But often she finds herself thinking that both the weariness and the busy-ness are rooted in her feeling of emptiness, and that this in turn has something to do with her career choice. This thought is unwelcome; she banishes it. Or tries to; but like a boomerang, it keeps returning.

Bitterness, Isolation: Phil, 45, Banker

Most would judge Phil’s career to have been successful. He heads one of the three divisions of a major bank, reporting directly to the CEO. But he feels that he has failed. Two years ago he was overlooked for the top job; now he suspects that it will never come his way.



Human beings, as far as I can tell, seem to be divided into two subspecies—the resigned, who live in quiet desperation, and the exhausted, who live in restless agitation.

Sarah Ban Breathnach



Phil buries himself in his work. He grumbles bitterly to his long-suffering wife, Emily, about the demands placed on him. He tells her that the new CEO is “not up to it” and relies on Phil to keep him out of trouble. And he complains that his own senior staff verge on the incompetent.

Emily is Phil’s second wife. He has two children by his first marriage but doesn’t see much of them, even though they live with their mother only ten minutes away. When they were young, he seldom arrived home before they were in bed. As they grew older, he took a perfunctory interest in their sports and grudgingly helped with their homework on occasions. They are now at college; his part in their lives is largely confined to writing out checks.



You can be the head of a large company, you can be the center of your world, and still feel very isolated. By isolation I mean not feeling a real sense of intimate connection with other people. Many people with a lot of friends and family will say to themselves, “There are parts of me that no one really knows—and if they did know, then they’d be out of here, they’d leave me.”

Dean Ornish



The bank is a convenient scapegoat for everything that is not working in Phil’s life. He likes to portray it as Darth Vader, a malevolent being that has sucked him dry, devoured his energies, poisoned his relationships, and cast its evil shadow over the whole of his life.

Yet on and on he toils, deriving little inner nourishment from his work, increasingly estranged from family and isolated from colleagues, drinking too much, declining to take vacations due to him, and desperately clinging to the idea of his own indispensability.

Insecurity: Joanna, 42, Director of Marketing

Joanna’s friends call her Wonder Woman. She has been married to Bill, a chemical engineer, for nineteen years. In the first nine of those years, she raised three children almost single-handedly, twice supervised the construction of new family homes, organized four stunningly successful fund-raising drives for local charities, and served on the town council. At age twenty-eight, she began part-time study for a marketing degree, which she completed five years later. She now heads the marketing team in a national retail chain.



Despite his enormous acclaim and success, and despite the Nobel Prize, [Hermann] Hesse in his mature years suffered from the tragic and painful state of being separated from his true self, to which doctors refer offhandedly as depression.

Alice Miller



Friends, colleagues, people in the community, all see Joanna as achievement and success personified. But secretly she suffers from a profound sense of inadequacy. Often a wave of despair from deep within overwhelms her, a feeling of utter worthlessness. At such times she finds it hard to acknowledge that she has any strengths at all. She sees herself as a complex of ugly weaknesses: an incompetent marketer, an inept manager of staff, a lousy wife and mother.Sooner or later, she thinks,I’ll be exposed for what I am: an impostor, a fraud undeserving of the accolades bestowed on me.

Entrapment,Grayness:David,48,Civil Servant

David’s career in the public service has brought him prestige, influence, recognition, and significant financial rewards. Outwardly he is successful. But inwardly he feels hopelessly ensnared in a dense thicket of obligations. At work, colleagues, politicians, staff, other government agencies, and the media make unceasing demands on him. And when he arrives home, his wife and children do the same. His life, it seems, is owned by others. Everyone is sucking energy out of him, but they are not giving him the space to put energy back in.



About a third of my cases are suffering from no clinically definable neurosis, but from the senselessness and emptiness of their lives. This can be described as the general neurosis of our time.

Carl Jung



David regards the gray suit he wears to work each day as an icon for his whole life. He, his friends, his colleagues, dress the same, live in similar houses, share similar interests, and hold similar beliefs. Nothing, it seems, stamps his life as being his life; it is interchangeable with a thousand others.

Even his skin seems gray to him. The face he sees each morning in the shaving mirror is strained. No longer do his eyes sparkle; they feel dull, the lids heavy.His shoulders are always hunched forward. He grinds his teeth in his sleep. Often his stomach feels bloated, but medical tests provide no explanation.

Less than a decade to retirement—that is the thought with which David steels himself so that he can continue to show the world the face of a fulfilled civil servant.
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Boredom: Mary, 27, Lawyer

Mary still recalls her dad’s proud face on her graduation day five years ago. Now she has a great job in a prominent law firm. Her boss is the firm’s star rainmaker. She becomes centrally involved in most of the major projects that come his way. He has told her she is on a fast track to partnership. A glittering future in her chosen career beckons.



Most of us are willing to put up with lives that consist largely in doing jobs that are a bore, earning the means to seek relief from the tedium by intervals of hectic and expensive leisure. These intervals are supposed to be the real thing, the real purpose served by the necessary evil of work.

Alan Watts



How annoying, then, that an unwelcome thought keeps popping into her mind: This is boring, boring, boring. It’s absurd, she tells herself—how can she be bored when she is involved in many of the biggest deals in town? She berates herself: Grow up and get real. Work is about earning a living. Count your blessings that you have the skills to become a high earner. And she knuckles down again to the task at hand.

Alas, the nagging voice keeps returning. Over the past year it has become more insistent. Mary finds the thought of progressing along the red career carpet laid before her strangely disturbing.

A Sense of a Life Unlived: Joshua, 39, Manager

Joshua was, it seems, born to manage. Since completing an MBA at Stanford, he has worked in increasingly demanding roles for four multinationals. Now he is with a computer company, heading the operation in one of its major regional markets. From here he could go anywhere in the management world.

Yet for all his success, Joshua is haunted by a sense of having achieved nothing significant. He senses that he could and should have turned his capabilities to far greater account by working in a different field of endeavor: one that remains elusively beyond his imagination to picture.

Looking back on his life, he feels as if he has been a piece of flotsam floating on a current. Not once, he tells himself, has he made a genuine decision of far-reaching import, where he has consciously weighed up various options and actively shaped his own life.



But to snuff it not knowing who you are and what you are capable of, I can’t think of anything sadder than that.

Mo Anthoine (mountaineer)



Sometimes the image comes into his mind of himself as a baby, lying bright-eyed in his cradle: a bundle of potentialities just waiting to be realized and, when realized, sure to bring joy and vitality to himself as well as enriching the world in which he lives. He senses that he has not become the person that baby was capable of becoming. Only a few, and not the most potent, of those possibilities have been converted into realities.

This is a disturbing image, and Joshua chooses not to dwell on it. The die is set, he has commitments, and anyway he doesn’t know what else he would do even if he had the chance. He hunkers down grimly to grind through the remaining years of his career.

IF THIS IS SUCCESS, WHO NEEDS FAILURE?

Maggie, Phil, Joanna, David, Mary, Joshua—all have succeeded, and are succeeding, in their careers.



The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation. What is called resignation is confirmed desperation.

Henry David Thoreau



And their prize? Angst in its manifold forms.

Bitter and bored. Empty and weary. Estranged and isolated. Insecure and entrapped. Sensing wasted talents and lost opportunities. If that’s how you want to be, go find a career.


Two

Bliss

[Babbitt is] the man who never followed his bliss. You may have a success in life, but then just think of it—what kind of life was it? What good was it—you’ve never done the thing you wanted to do in all your life. I always tell my students, go where your body and soul want to go. When you have the feeling, then stay with it, and don’t let anyone throw you off.

JOSEPH CAMPBELL

YOUR FIRST OPTION: BE A BABBITT

A family—Dad, Mom, twelve-year-old boy—is eating out one night at a restaurant.

“Drink your tomato juice,” the father abruptly orders his son.

“I don’t want to,” comes the reply.

Dad, in a louder voice, repeats his command.

Mom intervenes. “Don’t make him do what he doesn’t want to do.”

Dad is horrified. “He can’t go through life doing what he wants to do,” he lectures his wife sternly. “If he only does what he wants to do, he’ll be dead.Look at me. I’ve never done a thing I wanted to in all my life.”

This conversation in a restaurant in Bronxville, New York, is overheard. Sitting at the next table is Joseph Campbell, a young university teacher. When he hears the final remark, a thought instantly pops into his mind: My God, there’s Babbitt incarnate!

Babbitt? Who’s Babbitt?

You know him all right, you know him well. Homo babbittus is everywhere.

The archetype of the species is George F. Babbitt, hero of Sinclair Lewis’s 1920 novel Babbitt. His chosen career is realty. Economically and socially, this career serves him well. He has to pay a heavy price, however: the subjugation of his individuality, the loss of his soul.



Practically, I’ve never done a single thing I’ve wanted to in my whole life! I don’t know’s I’ve accomplished anything except just get along. I figure out I’ve made about a quarter of an inch out of a possible one hundred rods.

George Babbitt



Babbitt’s life is dedicated to the pursuit of social standing. He is desperate to be admitted, respected, liked, accepted. But he is plagued by angst. His inner self keeps pointing out the emptiness and falseness of his life. The more ruthlessly he pursues conformity, the more his anxieties plague him.

Babbitt wants so much to believe that the life he is living is the right one. Unfulfilling as it is, it still provides an illusion of security and meaning. Overturn it, and what would there be? Freedom is terrifying to one who, like Babbitt, lacks a solidly founded sense of self.

Over time, Babbitt finds himself unable any longer to shut out the inner voice telling him that the life he is living is false. For a few months he tries to escape from the straitjacket and rediscover his lost self. He commits small acts of rebellion: supporting a labor leader to the dismay of his friends, having an affair. But in the end he is unable to make a fresh start; he is just too typecast. He resigns himself to eking what satisfactions he can out of a real estate agent’s life.

It is on the book’s final page that Babbitt makes the confession to his son that Joseph Campbell heard repeated in the restaurant: “I’ve never done a single thing I’ve wanted to in my whole life.”

This is the price paid by Babbitt for ignoring his own inner truths and following a career that held no meaning for him.

YOUR SECOND OPTION: FOLLOW YOUR BLISS

Babbitt had a career. It brought him angst. A career will being you angst, too. If you want to avoid angst, you need, in Joseph Campbell’s words, to “follow your bliss.”



Revisit those moments of profound pleasure when every beating pulse echoed James Joyce’s Irish heroine, Molly Bloom, in her flowing surrender to passion: And yes I said yes I will Yes.

Sarah Ban Breathnach



Following your bliss, says Campbell, means going “where your body and soul want to go.” You need to seek out experiences that go beyond “food, shelter, progeny, and wealth.” The key is to identify the things that stir you deep inside, the things that make you “not excited, not just thrilled, but deeply happy.” Having discovered them, stick with them, found your life upon them, for therein lies your destiny.

Which is precisely what Joseph Campbell himself did. Entering adulthood, he dutifully joined the family business, where a safe and profitable career was assured. But sensing that he needed more out of life than the business could offer, he embarked on many years of study, writing, teaching, and travel. This was a time of exploration. He circled around, and gradually zeroed in on, his area of bliss. When he finally arrived there, he was nearly forty years old. And what was his bliss? Mythology. For the rest of his marvelously full life, he studied, taught, and wrote about mythology, and in time became the world’s foremost authority on the subject.

GEESE AND THE MEANING OF LIFE

Another who followed his bliss is Peter Scott, the English wildlife painter. From a young age, Scott was interested in natural history—which is perhaps not surprising since his father was the legendary Antarctic explorer Robert Falcon Scott. He studied zoology, but his true passion was sitting out in the marshlands in a punt, observing geese on the wing and painting them. Midcourse he changed tack and began to study art. As he later recalled, “My primary objective in life changed. Instead of a scientist I would be an artist. I have never regretted this great and momentous decision, for at one sweep my whole outlook on life was changed and enlarged. I saw it as the missing half which had suddenly come up into balance.” Studying and painting wildlife, especially geese on the wing, became Scott’s bliss, and the foundation of his life.



I remember the first time I played tennis on a real court… The moment I stepped onto that crunchy red clay, felt the grit under my sneakers, felt the joy of smacking a ball over the net, I knew I was in the right place. I was probably about six years old when that happened, but I can remember it as if it was yesterday.

Martina Navratilova



Painting geese on the wing? Would you choose to dedicate your life to this pursuit? How about the study of comparative mythology? I doubt it. And that’s the point. Bliss is utterly personal. What stirs you deep inside bores me silly. What has profound meaning for me is as exciting as boiled cabbage to you.

The particular organism that is you has a deep and abiding passion. That is your bliss. It may be stars or cars. It may be mollusks or molecules. It may be bytes or rights. It may be minds or movies. It may be retailing or drain laying. It may be gods or gophers. It may be cosmetics or politics. Whatever it is, your bliss can’t be explained, it can’t be justified, it can’t be rationalized— it just is.

Take Joseph Campbell, for example. His interest in mythology was not educated into him; it was part of his protoplasm. Myths connected at a primal level with something at the very heart of his being. They were, for him, a domain of ultimate meaning.
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Suddenly, Homer knew what he was destined to paint.

And Peter Scott? His pursuit—painting geese—was also intensely personal and spiritual, an activity of ultimate meaning. He summed up the essence of his life’s work in just a few words: “The pursuit of beauty and truth are the two most exciting aspirations of the human spirit. So I am a painter by profession and an amateur scientist.”



Some people think football is a matter of life and death. I don’t like that attitude. I can assure them it is much more serious than that.

Bill Shankly (soccer manager)



THE BAD NEWS IS, IT’S NOT AS EASY AS IT SOUNDS

“Follow your bliss”—it sounds so easy, but in truth it is far from that. Why is it so hard?

In the first place, it requires courage to leave the broad paths of convention trodden by millions of other feet and to chart your own way through life. Obstacles bar the way: fear, self-doubt, disapproval. You need to overcome these obstacles if you are to live a life that has true meaning in terms of the idiosyncratic mysteries within you.



The world is full of people who have stopped listening to themselves or who have listened only to their neighbors to learn what they ought to do, how they ought to behave, and what the values are that they should be living for.

Joseph Campbell



And here is an even bigger barrier: You need to find your bliss before you can follow it. From early on in life, you are bombarded with messages that teach you to distrust or shut out your own inner voice. By the time you are thirty, your parents, peers, schools, the media, and other social institutions may have so molded you that you no longer acknowledge your real self, the self that resides in your protoplasm. So you need to learn afresh to recognize your bliss.

THE GOOD NEWS IS, MYTHS SERVE AS A GUIDEBOOK

If you want to know what to expect on your quest for bliss, you need only turn to Joseph Campbell’s beloved myths. For it is with this quest that the basic myth is concerned. Mythic heroes leave the safety and protection of their home, community, or society and set off into the unknown on a hazardous adventure (in other words, to find their bliss). Along the way they face numerous trials and temptations that test their resolve (that is, their own fears, the opposition of others, and the seductive safety offered by convention). If they have the courage to persevere, they are assisted by supernatural forces (destiny). Eventually they discover treasure or become the possessor of magical powers (they find their bliss). They use such powers, upon their return home, to benefit or enrich their people.

Here, in a nutshell, is how Campbell translates the story. You have to make a choice. Are you going to stick with the safe and familiar bounds of the known? Or will you follow your bliss, which involves venturing forth into the unknown to explore the mysteries of your inner being? It takes great courage to pursue the second course. If, however, you can muster that courage, your journey of self-discovery will revitalize you and equip you to unleash the full power of your natural gifts. This will have two powerful effects.



One day in July 1876, the young Henry Ford was riding with his father in a horse-drawn wagon towards Detroit, when he saw a steam engine coming towards him, propelled by its own power.

“I remember that engine,” he declared forty-seven years later, “as though I had seen it only yesterday.”
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