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INTRODUCTION



Even if you’re not a frequent flier, this has probably happened to you. The plane is fully boarded. Everyone’s laptops are stowed. The flight attendants have done their mandatory dance about the seat belts and the floor lights and the oxygen masks that will not inflate. Then, just as you expect to roll away from the gate, everything stops. The captain’s sheepish voice crackles through the cabin. “Sorry, folks, we have a slight malfunction—probably just a glitch, but we need to call some mechanics to check. We’re looking at a bit of a wait.”


A ripple of woe runs through the passengers. Your heart sinks. How long will you be trapped in this uncomfortable seat, between a man who reeks of cheap cologne and a fretfully teething baby, before the plane finally flies? But after this initial burst of dismay, everyone heaves a sigh and settles in. You all approve of the crew’s caution. You’re about to travel five miles above Earth’s surface in this mighty machine. No one, not even the baby, wants the plane taking off if it’s not in perfect structural integrity.


This book, as you may have gleaned from the title, is all about integrity. But I don’t mean this in a moralizing sense. The word integrity has taken on a slightly prim, judgmental nuance in modern English, but the word comes from the Latin integer, which simply means “intact.” To be in integrity is to be one thing, whole and undivided. When a plane is in integrity, all its millions of parts work together smoothly and cooperatively. If it loses integrity, it may stall, falter, or crash. There’s no judgment here. Just physics.


As above in aerodynamics, so below in our everyday lives. When you experience unity of intention, fascination, and purpose, you live like a bloodhound on a scent, joyfully doing what feels truest in each moment. Your daily work, whether it’s writing computer code, gardening, or building houses, is so absorbing that at the end of the day you don’t really want to stop. But when you do, you enjoy hanging out with loved ones so much, and sleep is so delicious you can’t imagine anything sweeter. And when you wake up the next morning, the day ahead seems so enticing you practically bound out of bed.


If you’re like many people I’ve coached, you may be rolling your eyes right now. It may sound like I’m wearing rose-colored glasses and munching antidepressants like jelly beans. You may never have felt the kind of sustained joie de vivre I’m describing. You might not believe that such a fulfilling life is possible.


It is.


Tragically, many people go their whole lives without ever learning this, never experiencing the joyful ease that comes with full integrity. Some of these folks are massively misaligned, their lives an endless string of failures and crushed dreams. You may know a few: the friend from high school who keeps landing himself in prison, the cousin who marries one unfaithful scumbag after another, the colleague who seems to sabotage every project she undertakes. These folks are like airplanes whose major components, like wings and engines, are out of whack.


Your own life is probably somewhere between utterly blissful and completely wrecked. You have a vague sense of purpose, which you hope to follow someday. Though your job isn’t perfect, it’s good enough. And your relationships are fine. Mostly. Yes, there are times when someone—your spouse, your kids, your parents, your boss—makes you want to fake your own death and move to a hotel in the Cayman Islands. But honestly, it’s fine. You don’t feel bad, just vaguely anxious, uncomfortable, and disappointed. And it’s perfectly normal that your mind tends to linger on regrets about plans that didn’t work out and doubts that your dreams will ever come true.


When I meet clients who fit this description and suggest that their lives could be better, they often protest that they’re doing fine, just fine. Look, they say: Life is a bitch and then we die. Failure is much more common than success. We can’t just flap our arms and fly. They think they’re simply accepting the bitter truth. But what I hear is the clank of stray bolts and loose parts, the sound of a human who has never experienced complete alignment of body, mind, heart, and soul.


Again, this isn’t a moral judgment. If you don’t always feel wonderful, it doesn’t mean you’re faulty or bad—in fact, I’d bet that you’ve spent your entire life trying to be good. And there’s nothing defective about you. You’re a highly functional, sophisticated creature. At the deepest level, you know what makes you happy and how to create your best possible life. That knowledge is coded into your very nature.


But your nature is forever colliding with a force that can tear it apart: culture.


By “culture” I don’t mean opera or surrealist painting. I’m talking about any set of social standards that shapes the way people think and act. Every group of humans, from couples to families to cell blocks to sewing circles to armies, has cultural rules and expectations that help them cooperate. Some of these are explicit, like traffic laws or workplace dress codes. Others are implicit, like the assumption that when you go to a nice restaurant for dinner, you’ll use silverware instead of plunging your face directly into your food like a truffle pig.


Humans create elaborate cultures because we are intensely social beings, dependent on the goodwill of others from the moment we’re born. We also have an enormous capacity to absorb and replicate the behavior of people around us. From childhood, often without even noticing it, we learn exactly how to win approval and belonging in our particular cultural context. We act bubbly, quiet, or brave to please our families. We immediately begin to like whatever our friends say they like. We throw ourselves into schoolwork, babysitting, family feuds—whatever we believe will assure our place in the human world.


In this rush to conform, we often end up ignoring or over-ruling our genuine feelings—even intense ones, like longing or anguish—to please our cultures. At that point, we’re divided against ourselves. We aren’t in integrity (one thing) but in duplicity (two things). Or we may try to fit in with a number of different groups, living in multiplicity (many things). We abandon our true nature and become pawns of our culture: smiling politely, sitting attentively, wearing the “perfect” uncomfortable clothes. This is why a soldier will march into gunfire without complaint. It’s why whole communities once thought it made sense to burn a few witches here and there. The extent to which people will defy nature to serve culture can be truly horrifying. But the whole thing works very well from the perspective of creating and sustaining human groups.


There’s just one catch: nature does not give up without a fight.


If you’ve ever found yourself snapping at someone you dearly love, or sitting down to complete a work project only to spend five hours shopping for home tattoo kits online, it’s probably because you’re internally divided. You’re trying to act in ways that don’t feel right to you at the deepest level. Whenever we do this, our lives begin to go pear-shaped. Emotionally, we feel grumpy, sad, or numb. Physically, our immune systems and muscles weaken; we might get sick, and even if we don’t, our energy flattens. Mentally, we lose focus and clarity. That’s how it feels to be out of integrity.


All these inner reactions affect our outer lives. Since we can’t concentrate, our work suffers. Irritability and gloominess make us bad company, weakening our relationships. Everything in and around us is negatively affected when we lose integrity. And because our true nature is serious about restoring us to wholeness, it hauls out the one tool that reliably gets our attention: suffering.


Personally, I do not enjoy suffering. It hurts me. If you’re into it, I don’t judge you—but I do want to make a crucial point: suffering is different from pain, at least in my lexicon. I once saw a sign in a medical clinic that read “Pain is inevitable. Suffering is optional.” Physical pain comes from events. Psychological suffering comes from the way we deal with those events. It can grow exponentially in situations where pain is entirely absent. Even when you’re curled up in a comfortable chair, suffering can make you wish you’d never been born. I know, because I spent years and years right up in it. This is what led me to an obsessive, decades-long quest to find my way to happiness.


I certainly didn’t set out to be some kind of culture-busting maverick. Quite the opposite. I was born with the approval-seeking personality of an orphaned lapdog. Whenever my nature and my culture disagreed, I’d sell out my nature, and hard. It worked! I got all kinds of approval! On the other hand, I could barely tolerate things like, you know, being alive. In hindsight I’m grateful for this. It gave me an early start in struggling against suffering with every resource at my disposal.


Informal seeking led to years of formal study. I spent about a decade, from age seventeen to twenty-eight, getting three social-science degrees from Harvard. For a while after that, I taught subjects like career development and sociology. But my hidden agenda was always trying to figure out how I, and other people, could create lives we actually enjoyed.


Academia was a fine profession for me—honestly, fine— except for the parts I hated (navigating faculty politics or writing journal articles so boring the process felt like taking a cheese grater to my brain). Lecturing students was much less interesting to me than talking to them about their actual lives. Eventually some of them started paying me to do this. Hey, presto! I became a life coach before I’d ever heard the term.


This ramped up my quest to find “life design” strategies that really worked. I kept reading and also started writing: memoir, self-help, dozens and dozens of articles. I became a monthly columnist for O, The Oprah Magazine. I often appeared on TV, offering viewers tips for happier living. To test my methods, I coached wildly different people: rural South African villagers, erudite New Yorkers, heroin addicts just out of prison, billionaires, celebrities, random strangers I met in line at the DMV. And all these experiences, from my most intimate private encounters to my most diligent formal research, gradually coalesced to reveal one simple truth:


Integrity is the cure for unhappiness. Period.


Of all the strategies and skills I’ve ever learned, the ones that actually work are those that help people see where they’ve abandoned their own deep sense of truth and followed some other set of directives. This split from integrity is almost always unconscious. The people I know who experience it aren’t wicked; in fact, most of them are perfectly lovely. They strive to cooperate with every rule for living they’ve learned from their respective cultures. Which is a terrific way to run your life if you like to look good and feel bad.


But there’s another way, one that will lead you out of suffering and into levels of joy and purpose you may not yet realize are possible. I call it the way of integrity.


This book is meant to guide and accompany you along that way. Wherever you may be and however you may feel right now, the way of integrity will take you from this very spot to a life filled with meaning, enchantment, and fascination. I’ve helped hundreds of people experience this. I’ve also lived the whole process myself—and believe me, I was not an easy case. But after all that misery, the way of integrity took even me to a life that feels ridiculously blessed. This is not because I’m anything special. It’s just because I know the way.


The word way can mean either a process or a path. In this book, it means both. If you don’t know what to do next, the way of integrity will provide instructions, like a recipe. If you don’t know where to go next, the way of integrity will show you the next step, like a map. If you follow the directions, you’ll end up happy. Not because this path is virtuous, but because it aligns you with reality, with truth. Your life will work for the same reason a well-built plane will fly. Not a reward for good behavior. Just physics.


So if you’re ready to abandon suffering, embrace your true nature, and experience the joy you know you’re meant to feel, let’s begin. What, you may ask, does the way of integrity actually look like? I will tell you. It looks like an epic medieval Italian fantasy adventure quest!


Stay with me. I’ll explain.


Throughout my career as a writer and coach, I have repeatedly, zestfully, and unapologetically filched ideas from The Divine Comedy, written by Dante Alighieri in the early 1300s. This is not because I’m any sort of Dante scholar. I never took a course in Dante, can’t speak Italian, don’t know much about medieval history. As a young adult, I read The Divine Comedy for the only reason I read anything back then: I was looking for wisdom about how to feel better. And I found it.


Dante’s masterpiece is quite simply the most powerful set of instructions I know for healing our psychological wounds, restoring us to integrity, and maximizing our capacity to feel good. The Divine Comedy takes us through the whole process, step by step. Yes, it’s all framed as a story about one man having a mystical adventure. Yes, that man uses the imagery of a fourteenth-century European. But the psychological metaphors in Dante’s epic still ring true today. They still show us the way. Plus, they’re entertaining. Don’t think that Dante is some pontificating drone. He’s not. He’s just a writer, standing in front of a reader, asking you to follow him out of misery and into happiness.


So for the rest of this book, I’ll walk you along a way of integrity built around the framework Dante laid out in The Divine Comedy. You can take it slowly and gently, or go at it like an Olympic sprinter—whatever pace works for you. But however you decide to travel, you’ll be passing through four stages. Just to give you the lay of the land, here’s a summary of what you can expect.


Your quest for integrity will begin in “the dark wood of error,” a place where we feel lost, exhausted, troubled, and unsure. This is Dante’s metaphor for the misalignment in which most of us live. In some ways—possibly all ways—we feel that our lives aren’t what they’re meant to be. We don’t know how we ended up so off course, or how to find our way out of confusion. Don’t worry. We will.


Our next stage is Dante’s famous “inferno.” Passing through it, we’ll find the parts of you that are suffering—the parts trapped in your inner hell—and set them free. The chisel you will use to break your own chains is your sense of truth. You’ll see that psychological suffering always comes from internal splits between what your encultured mind believes and what feels deeply true to you. The way of integrity will help you heal these divisions. You’ll start to experience more wholeness than ever before. The relief, most likely, will be tangible and immediate.


Once your inner life begins to heal, it’s on to a form of Dante’s “purgatory.” This word simply means “cleansing.” (I like to go on “integrity cleanses,” by which I don’t mean cleansing away integrity, but cleansing away everything else.) In this stage of your quest, you’ll shift your external behavior to match your newfound inner truth. The further you go, the easier this becomes.


Finally, as your inner and outer lives approach complete integrity, you’ll find yourself in metaphorical “paradise.” There’s no more work to do here, unless you count enjoying a life where everything—your psyche, your career, your love life—works smoothly. Fair warning: at this point you may begin experiencing things so exquisite our culture tells you they can’t happen. Obviously, no one will have taught you how to navigate such wonders. No worries. You’ll learn fast. You were born for it.


So that’s our journey in broad strokes. As we go along, I’ll not only touch on Dante’s metaphors, but offer insights from recent science (psychology, sociology, neurology) that will help make the journey more accessible and potent. I’ll tell you true stories about clients or friends of mine, people whose experiences can illustrate and clarify your own process. To show you how it all feels from the inside, I’ll also recount some examples from my own lifelong integrity quest. And every now and then, I’ll invite you to do some thought exercises to make your journey as quick and easy as possible.


In The Divine Comedy, Dante goes down into a huge pit (the inferno), then up a mountain (purgatory). He grows stronger and walks with less and less effort as he reaches the mountain’s summit. Then, to his amazement, he finds himself rising upward. Flying. That’s what happens when the misaligned parts of a human life come into integrity. Dante uses flight as a metaphor for a life that feels unlimited, literally heavenly.


Whenever I travel by air, no matter what problems and delays may occur, I’m astonished at the moment the plane takes off. It blows my mind that this huge machine can throw itself into the air and keep going, safe and sound, for thousands of miles. I feel the same way when I watch people come into integrity and take flight in their own unique ways, finding purpose, love, and success. Every day, I’m stunned to realize that it worked for me, too. It all feels like a dazzling, impossible miracle.


But it’s not. It’s just physics.


So if you’re ready—even if you’re just a bit curious—please make sure your seatbelt is fastened and your emotional baggage securely stowed under the seat in front of you. The way of integrity will take you to heights of happiness you’ve never dreamed possible. You are cleared for takeoff.
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1.



Lost in the Woods


Like many compelling adventure stories, The Divine Comedy begins in the middle. “Midway through the journey of our life,” says Dante, “I found myself in a dark forest, for the right way was lost.” He doesn’t mention how he got to the woods, what he was doing when he wandered off track, or how far he’s gone. All this information is—literally—foggy. The only thing Dante really knows is that he’s alone, adrift, and confused.


The experience of noticing we’re on the wrong path, in what feels like the wrong life, comes to almost all of us at some point. A few years into a job, a relationship, or a living situation, we may suddenly realize that everything seems . . . off. Like Dante, we’re a bit dim about exactly what’s wrong, or how we got here. But in an empty moment when we’ve finally gotten the kids off to school, or we look up from our desks at the office and notice everyone else has gone home, or we’ve just had another ghastly fight with the person we thought we’d love forever, we the way of integrity stare into space and think, “What am I doing? What is this place? How did I get here? It wasn’t supposed to be this way!”


This is often how people are feeling when they consult me. I’ve sat through countless first sessions with clients who are so baffled by their own dissatisfaction they can barely find words to describe it. They stammer, “I wish I knew my purpose,” or “People say ‘Follow your passion,’ but I have no idea what mine is,” or “I thought working hard and providing for my family was the right thing, but I feel so empty.” A few of these people are clinically depressed or physically sick. But mostly, they’re just lost.


The most common reason we end up feeling this way is by doing what we’re “supposed to.” We learn from our culture how a good person is supposed to behave, and we behave that way. Then we expect the promised rewards: happiness, health, prosperity, true love, solid self-esteem. But the equation fails to balance. Even after doing everything we can to be good, we don’t feel good. Confused, we figure we’re somehow not doing enough, or not doing it the right way. But the harder we work at finding the path to well-being, the less well we feel.


I’ve worked with many people who were so far gone in the dark wood they didn’t remember anything else. By the time they came to me, their disorientation had become extreme. There was Jim, the physician who grew more and more repulsed by the thought of touching people until he finally had to close his practice. Or Evelyn, the magazine editor who, though a ravenous bookworm at home, gradually lost the energy to track simple paragraphs at work. Fran, a devoted mother of four, began forgetting so many of her children’s playdates and school events that the whole family lived like a herd of spooked horses, nervous and jittery. None of these people was mentally ill, just far gone in a hazy wilderness.


I recognize this murky terrain. Know it well, in fact. I’ve been to the dark wood of error so many times I should have set up a hot dog stand somewhere in there. From childhood, my one overarching life directive was Do whatever it takes to win approval. Raised in a devout Mormon family, I obeyed every rule of my religion and worked hard at school. Then I went off to Harvard, which was about as far from my childhood culture as I could get without moving to Pluto. I managed by letting everyone I encountered assume that I agreed with them, passing for a devout Mormon at home and a rational atheist at school.


This strategy worked perfectly (approval everywhere!) except that after a while I couldn’t move. Physically, I mean. At the ripe old age of eighteen, I developed mysterious, excruciating soft-tissue pain all over my body. I couldn’t focus mentally. I started binge eating. I felt out of control and broken and borderline suicidal. I had to take a year off school, the better to focus on my complete physical and emotional deterioration. Oh, I was quite the little ray of sunshine.


Looking back at that experience and the stories of so many clients, I feel enormous gratitude for all our confusion, and despair. Those feelings meant that our internal guidance systems were working perfectly, signaling “WRONG WAY!” as the way of integrity clearly as they could. With nothing but the best of intentions, we’d lost the way of integrity. Suffering arose from our bodies and hearts as a result—and riveted our attention on fixing the problem.


DARK WOOD OF ERROR SYNDROME


There have probably been times when you, too, have departed from your own true path. At first, the resulting suffering may have been so mild you didn’t even notice it. But no one can sleepwalk away from integrity indefinitely, because things get worse the further we travel in the wrong direction. Eventually, if we don’t correct course, we begin displaying clusters of characteristic symptoms. You may have had them in the past. You may have them now.


I call any cluster of these symptoms “dark wood of error syndrome.” Again, it’s not a bad thing. It’s the way our instincts motivate us to regain our integrity. It’s the truth come to set us free. Which doesn’t mean it’s fun. In the remainder of this chapter, I’ll describe the symptoms of this syndrome. As you read, ask yourself if you’re experiencing any of them.


Dark wood of error symptom #1:
Feeling purposeless


The most common reason people give for hiring me as a coach is that they’re desperate to find a sense of purpose. Very few actually want to die, but many tell me they see little point in living. They echo the Biblical lament in Ecclesiastes, “I have seen all the things that are done under the sun, and behold; all of them are meaningless, a chasing after the wind.” In other words, “Life is hard. We’re all going to die. WTF?” Without an authentic sense of purpose, it’s hard to feel that the daily grind of a human existence is worth the trouble.


In modern Western culture, most of us believe that we can find a sense of purpose by achieving something. What something, exactly? That depends on how the people around us define “value.”


My job is like watching a parade of the various things different cultures tell people to value. One day I coached a woman who believed that a purpose-driven life involved suing lots of people and wearing several pounds of diamond jewelry everywhere, including the dump. My next client was equally convinced that a purposeful life meant living in a cabin off the grid and using leaves as toilet paper. Some people think purpose means having a corner office. Others try to become movie stars, save the rain forests, or make viral videos of their pet hamsters.


Any of these ambitions might actually match your true purpose. If so, you’ll feel a powerful inward compulsion to follow that particular path. You’ll find the steps along the way fascinating and fulfilling, and as a result you’ll be good at them. But if you pursue any course of action solely because other people think it’s “purposeful,” prepare to hit dense fog. You’ll encounter baffling failures. You won’t get along with people. You won’t be able to drum up the energy to climb the success ladder—or for that matter, to wash your hair.


Maybe you’re thinking, “Well, of course I feel awful—I never get the things I want!”


If so, I wish you could meet the people I know who’ve reached the pinnacle of our society’s idealized achievements, only to realize that, as one woman told me, “There’s no there there. I thought there was a position in the world that would make me feel good, but I got to that position and didn’t find anything that made me happy. It all seemed pointless.”


“So I won an Olympic gold,” one client told me. “And as I climbed down from the podium, the only thought I could think was, ‘What the hell do I do now?’ It was awful, absolutely terrifying. It was like death—the worst feeling I’d ever had.” A hard-working author said, “After a lifetime of trying, I finally had a book hit number one on the New York Times bestseller list. It made me really happy . . . for about ten minutes.”


Our sense of purposelessness doesn’t disappear in the face of culturally defined achievements. It remains a persistent, goading force, a biting fly that won’t stop buzzing around our heads until we begin pursuing goals that truly fulfill us—in other words, following the way of integrity. And if the whine and sting of purposelessness isn’t enough to shake us out of our sleepwalking, our subconscious minds will up the ante. They’ll summon the megafauna, the mental wild beasts we call mood states.


Dark wood of error symptom #2:
Emotional misery


As if being lost weren’t bad enough, carnivorous beasts attack Dante in the dark wood of error. The first is a ravenous leopard whose appetite can never be satisfied. Next comes a lion so terrifying Dante says “it seemed the air was afraid of him.” Then he sees a wolf, the sight of which makes him so sad he “weeps in all his thought and is despondent.” Neediness, panic, depression. Welcome to a few of the emotional states that may jump you as you wander through the dark wood of error.


When I stray from my integrity, the mood-monsters rear up almost immediately. One step away from my truth, I feel grasping, nervous, and morose. If I don’t correct course, those feelings quickly escalate to clinginess, terror, and despair. Thank heavens! Without such ferocious attacks, I might still be following the self-contradictory ideals that made me such a royal mess at age eighteen.


Whenever you lose your integrity, you’ll feel your own unique brew of bad moods, depending on your personality. You may tend, as I do, toward anxiety and depression. Or you may feel free-floating hostility, itching to punch everyone in your office, family, zip code. You may have full-on panic attacks, especially during special occasions (blind dates, parole hearings) when you most wish to appear relaxed and confident.


Whatever your repeated or persistent negative emotions, try thinking of them as Dante’s wild beasts, whose job it is to make your life unbearable when you stray from your true path. If the feelings don’t go away even though you’re taking your medication and meeting regularly with your therapist, you can be quite sure you’re somehow out of integrity. The sooner you acknowledge this the better, because remaining in the dark wood of error may eventually cause you actual, physical harm.


Dark wood of error symptom #3:
Physical deterioration


I believe that I was crippled by illness from age eighteen all the way into my thirties because my body was trying to help me find my way out of the dark wood of error. When I finally did that, my symptoms receded. Nothing else worked.


Obviously, bad health can affect people who live in total integrity. Bodies break down for many reasons. But from what I’ve seen, it’s rare for someone who’s internally split not to develop some kind of health problem. By the time people consult me, they’re often suffering all kinds of physical distress, from headaches to terminal illness. They almost never see a connection between their physical condition and a lack of integrity. To most of them, that would seem—to use the scientific term—totally wackadoodle.


But speaking of science, solid research shows all sorts of links between living in harmony with our truth and maintaining good health. There’s a whole field of medicine, psychoneuroimmunology, that focuses on the way psychological stress, including the stress of lying or keeping secrets, contributes to illness. Studies have linked deception and secret-keeping to elevated heart rate and blood pressure, increased stress hormones, higher bad-cholesterol and glucose levels, and reduced immune responses. The more significant our deceptive behavior, the worse the effect on health.


For example, in one study of gay men with HIV, researchers discovered that the more closeted the men were about their sexuality, the faster their disease progressed. There was a dose-response relationship between the level of concealment and immune status—in other words, the greater the concealment, the higher the rates of disease and death. “Don’t ask, don’t tell” sounds benign, but living in even tacit separation from our real identity can literally hasten our death.


Again, there are all kinds of physical ailments that affect people who are living in complete integrity. Everyone dies, and there’s plenty of physical pain that has nothing to do with keeping secrets, telling lies, or wandering off true paths. Still, every time we make choices or assume appearances that don’t align with our integrity, we really do become more vulnerable to physical problems, from back spasms to pneumonia. If you’re inexplicably sick, weak, or accident-prone, your body may be trying to tell you you’re lost in the dark wood.


My own illness defied all medical interventions. But when I began seeking my truth and reclaiming my integrity, all my supposedly “incurable” symptoms began to disappear. I’ve seen similar things happen to many clients. When you come into integrity, there’s a solid chance it will happen to you.


Dark wood of error symptom #4:
Consistent relationship failures


It’s simple logic: if you don’t walk your true path, you don’t find your true people. You end up in places you don’t like, learning skills that don’t fulfill you, adopting values and customs that feel wrong. The folks you meet along the way either genuinely love these things, or they’re faking it as hard as you are. Either way, your connection with them will be artificial. You’ll send out a pretend personality to meet other (potentially pretend) personalities, creating nothing but pretend relationships. I’ll never forget one wealthy, beautiful celebrity who confided to me, after attending yet another glamorous party, “I’m exhausted by my own hypocrisy.”


If you feel persistently disconnected and lonely, you’re almost certainly (innocently) out of integrity. This goes double if you feel trapped with people you absolutely can’t stand. When humans meet in the dark wood of error, all of them sleepwalking, the relationships they create tend to be shallow or toxic or both. These “friendships,” “love affairs,” and even familial bonds are rife with misunderstanding, hurt feelings, and mutual exploitation. Over the long run they tend to crumble into their sketchy foundations, leaving only hurt feelings behind.


If you feel constantly drained or betrayed in family, friendship, and romance, the relationships you’re forming are probably based in the dark wood of error. We simply can’t chart a course to happiness by linking up with others who are as lost as we are. The path to true love—true anything—is the way of integrity. No other person can ever find yours for you, much less give it to you. But you can always, no matter what your circumstances, find and follow it yourself.


Dark wood of error symptom #5:
Consistent career failures


Your true self is intensely interested in your real life’s work—but it could give a rat’s ass about anything else. When you pursue a career that pulls you away from your true self, your talent and enthusiasm will quit on you like a bored intern. Every task will feel as distasteful as poisoned food, and leave you just as weak. You’ll probably have a sequence of mistakes and unlucky breaks at work (actually these are lucky breaks, your true self stopping you from wandering further into the dark wood of error, but you won’t see it that way at the time).


I’ve coached dozens of people who’ve gone into engineering because they loved inventing things, or academia because they loved learning, or journalism because they loved writing, and then got promoted into management or administration—which they hated. At that point, having left their integrity by doing things they didn’t want to do, they flamed out spectacularly.


For example, one brilliant writer I’ll call Edgar climbed the ranks of the publishing industry to become editor-in-chief of a prominent magazine. At that point he began drinking, heavily and openly. One fine morning, when I visited Edgar in his office, I was startled to find him guzzling his way through a case of wine he’d strategically installed right in front of him on his desk. He was out of that job within a year.


Another client, Chloe, loved her job as a forest ranger. She got into politics thinking it would help her protect the environment. After being elected to her local city council, Chloe developed a bizarre tendency to drowse off in committee meetings. Like, all committee meetings. Though she was getting a lot of rest, her new job became a tar pit of shame and embarrassment. People talked. Chloe never ran for reelection.


Our culture defines “success” as rising through bureaucracies, so these people didn’t understand why they’d suddenly gone from high performance to crashing and burning. But from my perspective, these “inexplicable” failures made obvious sense: Edgar loved literature, not running a magazine. Chloe loved being out in the woods alone, not sitting around indoors with other people. Both had split themselves by aspiring to do things that, at another level, they knew they hated.


There are infinite ways to make a living. At some level—a deep, instinctive level—you know which of them will truly work for you. You can feel it immediately when a job requires you to push aside your true desires. Your awareness of your true career path may be buried deep under layers of acculturated false beliefs. But it’s still there, like a flower trying to grow through toxic sludge. If you continue to resist your genuine impulses, you’ll become slowly aware that what you’re doing to make a living is turning you into the walking dead.


Dark wood of error symptom #6:
Bad habits you can’t break


As you can see, the dark wood of error—comment se dit—sucks. So it’s no surprise that when we’re in there, we often grope for something to ease the pain. I’m a huge fan of better living through chemistry, and I will cheer lavishly when you use helpful medications under the supervision of your doctor. But many of us dark-wood denizens often go a step—or a mile—further along the psychopharmaceutical path. We hanker constantly for just a little more mood-altering . . . something. Anything. A little more beer, a little more nicotine, a little more cocaine, a little more all of the above.


The resulting chemical haze may let us wander very, very, very far from our true paths. I’ve coached people who numbed themselves senseless as they wandered through the dark wood of error, including one man who was gulping down over two hundred Oxycontin pills every day. He told me it was “almost enough.”


When we’re feeling fundamentally lost, afflicted by purposelessness, foul moods, and bad jobs, anything that stimulates the brain’s pleasure centers can become an addiction. Some of the most common, aside from the dynamic duo of drugs and alcohol, are gambling, sex, intense relationship drama, shopping, binge eating, and staring at the internet day and night without pausing to sleep, eat, or pee. I myself have been known to spend hours solving urgent problems that existed only as pixels of colorful light on my smartphone. (Though, in my defense, all that candy wasn’t going to crush itself.)


If you feel unable to stop an activity, if you’re spending the rent money on it, if you hide it from others and feel a creeping obsession slowly consuming you, your first step toward integrity—a big one—might be acknowledging that you’re addicted. From there you can begin regaining your integrity, if not only with the methods in this book, then with some form of rehab. Whatever happens, if you don’t leave the dark wood of error, you’ll find your bad habits almost impossible to break. Eventually, they may well break you.


The problems above aren’t the only symptoms of having lost integrity, but as far as I’ve observed, they’re the most common. They reveal places where we’re in denial, out of alignment with our real perceptions, desires, and instinctive wisdom. Here’s a little test to see whether you’re a little (or a lot) lost in the dark wood of error.




EXERCISE:


Checking for dark wood of error syndrome


Answer the questions below as honestly as you can. If you find yourself fibbing in order to look more impressive and in control of your life, notice that. It means you’re: (1) out of integrity and (2) unwilling to acknowledge it, even in a quiz no one else has to see. Take a deep breath and tell the truth.


As you do this assessment, please notice that the words “TRUE” and “FALSE” don’t always appear in the same column. Make sure you circle the right response for each statement.






	Circle the word “TRUE” or “FALSE” to accurately reflect your response to each statement.


	Column 1


	Column 2







	1. In general, I see people as good and loveable.


	TRUE


	FALSE







	2. I sometimes feel my daily activities are meaningless.


	FALSE


	TRUE







	3. I adore the company of my friends and loved ones.


	TRUE


	FALSE







	4. My job (includes the job of homemaker) feels like a heavy burden.


	FALSE


	TRUE







	5. I feel “on purpose” and fulfilled even on the most ordinary day.


	TRUE


	FALSE







	6. I have trouble sustaining loving relationships.


	FALSE


	TRUE







	7. I have frequent infections (colds, flu, etc.) even when the people around me aren’t sick.


	FALSE


	TRUE







	8. There’s an undercurrent of contentment that supports me at all times.


	TRUE


	FALSE







	9. I get to make a living doing something I love.


	TRUE


	FALSE







	10. I don’t feel really seen and understood by anybody.


	FALSE


	TRUE







	11. I believe my presence is changing the world for the better, in small ways or large.


	TRUE


	FALSE







	12. My relationships are often troubled by anger and mistrust.


	FALSE


	TRUE







	13. I don’t need any mood‐altering substance or exciting activity to feel great.


	TRUE


	FALSE







	14. Other people seem to be accomplishing great things, but I just don’t measure up.


	FALSE


	TRUE







	15. I have “friends” whose company I don’t really enjoy.


	FALSE


	TRUE







	16. I sleep deeply and restfully almost every night.


	TRUE


	FALSE







	17. I can almost always count on my loved ones to understand me.


	TRUE


	FALSE







	18. Though frightening things sometimes happen, I always feel basically safe.


	TRUE


	FALSE







	19. I have aches, pains, and fatigue that limit my activities.


	FALSE


	TRUE







	20. I frequently feel annoyed at whoever happens to be around me.


	FALSE


	TRUE







	21. I love my job and can’t wait to get to it.


	TRUE


	FALSE







	22. I often feel so worried I don’t sleep well.


	FALSE


	TRUE







	23. My life is full of love and companionship.


	TRUE


	FALSE







	24. I don’t feel as if my work contributes anything important to the world.


	FALSE


	TRUE







	25. Even when people around me get sick, I almost always stay healthy.


	TRUE


	FALSE







	26. I often feel an underlying sense of sadness or despair.


	FALSE


	TRUE







	27. I believe everyone’s essence is basically good.


	FALSE


	TRUE







	28. I feel angry, even when I’m alone.


	FALSE


	TRUE








Scoring


Count the words you circled in column 1 (the left‐hand column).


Write the amount here: _______


If this number is:


22–28


You live in an unusually high state of integrity. You may have spent time in the dark wood of error earlier in your life, but you know the way out. This book may be a nice refresher.


15–21


Your life is much happier than most, but there may be one or two areas where you’re still divided from your true self. The way of integrity will fix that.


8–14


You are definitely spending some time in the dark wood of error. Please remember that this isn’t your fault. Still, only reclaiming integrity will keep your areas of concern from getting worse.


0– 7


Feeling lost and confused might seem “normal” to you, because you spend a lot of time hanging out in the dark wood of error. This book can help you access more peace and joy than you’ve felt for a long time—maybe ever. If you don’t take steps toward integrity soon, things will just get worse.





WHAT TO DO WHEN YOU REALIZE YOU HAVE DARK WOOD OF ERROR SYMPTOMS


If your score on this quiz is lower than you’d like, don’t panic. You aren’t bad, and you haven’t done anything wrong. You’re just lost. By definition, that means you don’t know where to go or what to do next. Fortunately, I can direct you to a surefire next step, the single step that will put you squarely on the way of integrity. It has never failed me or any of my clients. And it’s so simple: just tell the truth about how lost you are.


I stumbled onto this step when I was eighteen, as I lay aching and depressed, unknowingly caught between two incompatible cultures. As months went by and I slowly followed my unhappiness to its root, I arrived at a fundamental realization that seemed to have nothing to do with physical illness, or even depression: I had no idea what was true. That realization, small and quiet though it was, felt strangely healing. In later years, as a coach, I would watch hundreds of other people who felt purposeless, anxious, angry, despairing, sick, lonely, or addicted sink into the truth “I am completely lost” as if it were the embrace of a loving parent.


This makes no sense to the ego, which always wants to feel righteous and in charge. But the true self relaxes when we stop sleepwalking and honestly assess our situation—even if, like Dante, we’ve woken up in a terrifying place. Our whole selves resonate with the simplest truths we can tell: “I don’t like this place.” “I don’t know how I got here.” “I’m frightened.”




EXERCISE:


Finding integrity in the dark wood


Here is a simple exercise that will put your feet squarely on the way of integrity, no matter how lost you may feel. Below you’ll find a list of simple statements. Your job is to say them out loud. Whisper them privately, proclaim them to a friend, shout them at the next telemarketer who interrupts your day. And just for a moment, as you say each sentence, tentatively accept that it might be true.


Now here’s the important part: as you speak each sentence, feel what happens inside you. Your pride may sting, your inner critic may put its back up like a startled cat. But does your body relax a little, despite the apparent negativity of a given statement? Does your breath deepen? Do you feel a battle easing in your gut, your heart, your head? Just notice this. Don’t worry about what comes next. Okay, go.


My life isn’t perfect.


I don’t like the way things are going.


I don’t feel good.


I’m sad.


I’m angry.


I’m scared.


I’m not at peace.


I can’t find my people.


I’m not sure where to go.


I don’t know what to do.


I need help.





If you felt something settle in your body and emotions when you read one or more of the statements above, don’t ignore it. That slight relaxation is your instinctive response to hearing—and, more importantly, speaking—the truth. If you can feel it, be proud of yourself. Things aren’t perfect, but you’re awake to the fact that they’re not perfect, and that is everything. You’re reconnecting parts of yourself that have been torn apart. Bravely done. You’ve taken the first step on the way of integrity.
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