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            This book is dedicated to anyone who has been in a dark place. Who has felt lost or disconnected. Cursed their birth. Survived a shattered heart, held shitty jobs, gone through toxic relationships, and wrestled with uncertainty. Anyone who has felt grayed out and purposeless. Ugly, washed-up, wishing there was more, better, or different. This book is dedicated to anyone who has ever felt like a miserable f*ck.

             

            Resist nothing.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in moments of comfort and convenience, but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy.

            – MARTIN LUTHER KING JR

             

            The problem is, God gave man a brain and a penis and only enough blood to run one at a time.

            – ROBIN WILLIAMS

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Dear Men,

         

         When I was going through my divorce, I picked up a book. It was a book about men titled The Way of the Superior Man, by David Deida. I’d never read a book about men before. I didn’t even know books about men existed or what to expect from reading one. That book ended up changing my life. It was the first domino to fall in the long Hero’s Journey that followed. That journey changed the way I thought, ate, loved, and moved. It challenged my thinking, my definitions, and my beliefs about myself. It gave me new lenses, a sense of purpose, and it repositioned me with fire in my belly to help other men on their path.

         During this process, my definitions about manhood changed. I learned that they had been distorted by parents, society, advertising, and locker rooms. They were damaging. Kept me in a tight box, turning me into a cardboard cutout instead of a real growing and evolving man. I was a walking should, living other people’s definitions instead of my own. So I cleared the slate and started over, leaned into the new, the unknown; I slayed some dragons, bought a motorcycle, got some tattoos, and grew some real balls. Not the kind that action movies are made of. But the kind that remind you that they are uneven, because you are human. I came back to the village a different person. No longer a poster. But a real person with new definitions and a mirror to check more than my hair.

         My intent in writing this book isn’t to put my definitions on you. It’s to create a dialogue and challenge your own beliefs about what it looks like to be a man. My hope is that it encourages you to think about who you are now and who you want to be, and gives you the motivation to close that gap. I’m not here to lecture you. I’m coming with you, not at you. Talking to you like one of my friends—the men I sweat with, eat with, ride motorcycles with, get crepes and share my fucking feelings with. Yes, real men eat crepes.

         You may have seen from my bio that I am a therapist. That’s true. But I am not coming at you here just as a therapist. I am doing this with you, as a brother. As a fellow human. And although we may sometimes talk about women and relationships, this isn’t about Mars or Venus. About us versus them. This is about being a better version of yourself. Plain and simple. It’s about connection. Discovery. Building. It’s about evolving, expanding, and living closer to your truth and potential. Not only for you, but for all of us.

         Because the world desperately needs present fathers, loyal brothers, loving boyfriends, strong husbands, vulnerable leaders, and sharp men to sharpen other men.

         We need to take back ownership of the role that men play in our world.

         It’s time for our return.

         – John Kim, the Angry Therapist

      

   


   
      
         

            Introduction

         

         Boys get their definitions of manhood, strength, love, and self from watching other men—specifically, their dads. But we live in a fatherless nation. I learned this firsthand when I was working as a therapist at a nonprofit, treating teenagers for addiction. After working with hundreds of teens and their parents, I realized that the common thread in over 95 percent of these troubled teens was an absent father. Dad was either physically or emotionally gone. The girls stood too close to me, desperate for “Dad’s” attention, and, without anyone to teach them boundaries, were easily confused in social interactions with authority figures. But after my weeks of working with them, they quickly picked up on social cues and acceptable ways to communicate.

         The boys were another story. Many of them mimicked everything I did, following me around, looking for an example of how to do the most mundane, obvious things. A few of them were confrontational, hoping for a connection with another man but never taught how to receive male affection or attention without posturing, panicking, and showing physical aggression. Both behaviors, I realized, stem from not having a positive, healthy male role model at home, and both behaviors can follow middle-schoolers into high school, then college, then the workplace, and into relationships with family members, colleagues, and loved ones for the rest of their lives. Unlike the girls, the boys didn’t learn quickly. They were, truthfully, lost. 

         The boys I worked with were growing up stunted, with a warped definition of “man”. Throw in manipulative advertising, toxic locker rooms, and today’s scroll-and-swipe culture that promotes instant gratification and hiding, and it’s no surprise that many of these boys go on to define themselves by having muscles or a corner office, learning about love, sex, and intimacy through dating apps and pornography. For many boys, intimacy is only skin-deep, and courting a potential partner is something they do while sitting on the toilet on their phone, where they never learn to communicate or experience true connection. Ultimately, their relationships fail, and because they don’t know what healthy feels like or have no tools to fix what’s broken, they fall into unhealthy relationship loops that prevent learning and growth. Such a boy has now created his own prison. Perhaps he forms unhealthy beliefs about himself, women, and love. I’m not good enough. I’m not lovable. This may lead to anger and coping strategies like addictions, ghosting, and passionless communication—things that only disconnect him from his self. He may feel debilitating shame or guilt, and he may even lash out at his partner, his family, or perfect strangers. He becomes a predator. Now suddenly he experiences isolation, depression, and more false beliefs, which are fueled by more flawed and ineffective reactions. Women now become objects. Or, more accurately, prey.

         Regardless of the specific road that leads him there, all paths like the one above lead to the same place: men everywhere feeling lost or misunderstood, living without purpose and passion, and needing to inflate physical or superficial details to make up for what’s lacking on the inside. Or giving up altogether.

         And all of this impacts us directly. In the US alone, according to the American Foundation for Suicide Prevention, forty-five thousand people commit suicide each year. Out of those, 79 percent are men. While women are more prone to having suicidal thoughts, men are more likely to actually do it. Some six million men in America are diagnosed with depression annually. While depressed women are more likely to report feelings of sadness, helplessness, and guilt, men are more likely to suffer in silence and not seek treatment. Researchers say it is often more difficult for men to identify their illness. Men with depression are more likely to report fatigue, irritability, and loss of interest in work. You probably don’t need me to tell you that 99 percent of mass shootings are reportedly done by men.

         I can’t talk about men without talking about women, who for far too long have suffered at the hands of boys who fail to grow up into men. As reported by the Huffington Post, 85 percent of all victims of domestic violence are women. One in three women has been a victim of some form of physical violence by an intimate partner within her lifetime. Domestic violence is the third leading cause of homelessness among families, with 50 percent of all women who are homeless reporting that domestic violence was the immediate cause of their leaving home, according to the National Center on Family Homelessness. And of course this trickles down to the children. According to the World Health Organization, some 40 to 60 percent of men who abuse women also abuse children. One out of every five teenage girls says she has been in a relationship where the boyfriend threatened violence or self-harm if a breakup were to occur.

         Finally women are feeling safe enough to come forward and share their stories in the world, and what this has revealed more than ever is that the root of the problems facing women is … well, men. I’m not saying women are perfect, but they are not the ones assaulting, raping, and physically abusing other people. That said, I understand that many men are emotionally abused by women. All of this abuse feeds on itself, and the cycle needs to be broken. It’s not about blame; it’s about taking responsibility. And since I am a man, I am talking to and focusing on men. Now more than ever, we have a duty to take ownership and redefine ourselves. And women must raise the bar and set a standard for the kind of men they want in their lives.

         Okay, but how? After all, we are not born men. We are born boys. Although we may take the shape of a man on the exterior, the transition into manhood is an internal process. One that requires much work: reflection, pain, courage, and sometimes a rebirth. It is a process that never ends. There is no completion. Being a man is a journey. Many choose to embark on this journey. Many do not. If you do not, you will never develop, evolve, and become the best version of yourself. Manhood is not a light switch. It is not about age. You don’t become a man just because you turn eighteen. Being a man is a way of life; it’s about everyday choices that lead you to live toward your potential. If you choose not to embark on this journey, your relationships with friends and family, your work life, and your ability to create authentic intimacy will never be realized. I know. I was a boy most of my life. And as the title of this book suggests, I used to be a miserable fuck.

         I grew up in the ’80s. I was raised by television, magazines, and anything/everything pop culture because my parents were never home. They were working eighteen-hour days to live the “American Dream”. I had complete freedom. I did what I wanted. I ate what I wanted. I watched what I wanted.

         Even though I was alone most of the time, I never blamed my parents. I knew they were doing the best they could. They never learned about emotional intelligence, about how to communicate in a healthy way and create safe spaces. Because of this, I never talked about my feelings, and I never learned how to manage my energy and my emotions. This meant I entered adulthood without tools. I was highly reactive, controlling, and irresponsible, and I had little self-awareness. Of course, this rolled into all my relationships and created beautiful dysfunction.

         Before I talk about my divorce, I want to mention that I made a promise to myself to share only my side of this story, without using names. I am very protective of my ex-wife and her anonymity. Although she is not in my life anymore, she is an exceptional human being, and I have nothing but love and respect for her and her family. They are beautiful people who have significantly contributed to my “man journey”. I also believe, as a man, that we should protect the people we have loved, no matter what happened. I believe we grow through all our collisions.

         In any case, I knew I was going to marry her when she first walked into our family restaurant. After twenty years of slaving in fast food, my parents finally saved up enough money to buy a nice little eatery—and by “nice” I mean something I wasn’t embarrassed about—that catered to the production studios in Hollywood. I was in my twenties and running the place because, well, my parents barely spoke English and had no idea what the hell they were doing. The truth is, neither did I. Anyway, she was nineteen and had just come to Los Angeles from Oregon. She didn’t have any plans to stay. She was actually looking for a job for a friend. She had no experience in the restaurant business, and we didn’t need any more servers. But I hired her because she made my heart stop. It was like a scene in a movie. I literally heard angels. We quickly became friends, and one night, after a private party and a few drinks, I kissed her in the office—an Airstream trailer in the back patio. I knew that if she didn’t kiss me back I could blame it on the alcohol, since it takes me only one beer to get drunk. (That’s why they called me “glow worm” in college.) But surprisingly, she kissed me back. And the rest of our story zooms by like a montage in a romance film, before the turbulence. Quick shots of us—two kids in Hollywood exploring young love. She was acting. I was screenwriting. There was something romantic about two kids pursuing their dreams in Tinseltown. Running a restaurant that later became a trendy supper club. Me leaving brown-bag lunches with little notes on them on her porch. Swimming naked in my parents’ pool like two kids ditching school. We fell, deep and fast.

         I asked her to marry me on a mountaintop in Oregon. I dropped to one knee and believed we would be together forever. We exchanged our own written vows, and I cried in front of a hundred people. I remember a dude making fun of me for my love tears. I was embarrassed, because real men don’t cry at their wedding. We moved in together—and then a sobering reality hit. Our movie switched genres, from a romance film to a gritty documentary. It became very clear I wasn’t raised with any tools. She had missed the fine print. I never made my bed. I peed in the shower. I left little hairs in the sink after shaving. (Every woman reading this just got it.) I didn’t clean up after myself. I ate out more than we could afford. And I lived in coffee shops, trying to write the million-dollar screenplay so I could be a “real man” and we could “live the dream”. But of course that never happened. So I became unhappy. Insecure. Lost. Negative. Jealous. Controlling. And miserable.

         In a nutshell, I went from her mouth to her nipple, from her man to her son. I went from a twenty-something-year-old running a scenic restaurant bar in Hollywood with tons of friends and fresh ambition to an insecure screenwriter who never made his bed and asked permission to buy sugar cereal. Of course, the dynamic changed. And instead of taking responsibility, I blamed her and the marriage. It wasn’t until I went through the ensuing divorce and the rebirth that happened after it that I began to look at my own defects and question who I was, who I wanted to be, and my definition of what a man looks like. I started by looking inward. I started to observe the way I thought and behaved, and why. I examined my cognitive distortions, false beliefs, and flawed wiring. I took responsibility for my actions. I learned how they impact not only others but also my path. I became aware of my state and how that rippled through my everyday quality of life and productivity. I learned about love and the importance of self-love. I discovered the power of vulnerability. I learned about forgiveness. I learned about feminine and masculine energy. All this changed me, my relationships, and, of course, my life.

         Simply put, I became a man.

         The following is a collection of behavioral traits that helped me on my path, dos and don’ts that point you down the road to becoming an authentic man. No one has time for dense theories that don’t make sense in everyday life. So I put descriptions of each of these traits into a shot glass for you, simple and easy to digest. These are based on thousands of sessions I’ve done as a licensed therapist with both men and women, studying relationship patterns. But also, and more important, they are based on my own journey crossing that great divide from boy to man. Slaying my own dragons, and coming back to the village with revelations to share.

         I still struggle with many of the traits I discuss in this book. Being a man is not about perfection or completion. It’s a process, a journey. But once you embark on your journey, you will realize there are foundational traits that define your character and position you for greater things. You may or may not agree with me as to the importance of these traits. Some are light. Some are heavy. But I believe they contribute to healthier relationships in all forms—especially your relationship with yourself—and make you a better man.

      

   


   
      
         

            SELF

         

         
            Welcome to Part One. We’re not starting with your fucked-up love life or frustrations with dating, your lopsided friendships, or the tyre around your waist you just can’t get rid of. We’re not starting with your controlling parents who still have a power over you that you will not admit to, or the micromanaging partners of your new startup that’s going to make you billions. We are starting with your self. Why? Because every journey begins and ends with you.

             

            The self is relating to a system of social, psychological, neural, and molecular mechanisms—a bundle of perceptions, an immortal soul that transcends the physical. Basically, it’s an abstract word in psychology that wellness today has loaded with excuses. Yes, there is your core, your soul, your spirit, the essence of who you are; and loving and feeding those parts is important. But that is not enough. The self is a fancy word for answering the question, Who are you? And the answer is created through action.

         

         

         

         
            THE SELF,

in a shot glass:


            Men are vulnerable. Men are aware of their thoughts and actions. Men don’t react, they respond. Men realize that freedom is not the opposite of responsibility. Men let the world work through them, not at them. Men are humble. Men don’t bully, whine, or judge. Men are compassionate. Men are kind. Men create their own happiness.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            #1

            Don’t Hide

         

         I remember the first time I saw a man really be vulnerable. I was married at the time. My father-in-law was driving me and my then wife, his daughter, to the airport. She had been telling a story in the truck about how difficult high school had been. After hearing the story, my father-in-law started to cry. He had no idea she had been bullied. He thought she had had a great high school experience. I remember seeing the tears stream down his face, the hurt and empathy in his eyes. But more importantly, he saw how that made my wife at the time feel. Because he wasn’t always like that. He had raised her with an iron fist and kept his emotions buried. It wasn’t until he went through his own divorce that he started to really show himself and express his feelings. I remember watching this like a scene out of a father/daughter movie and thinking, Wow, he’s not afraid to show himself, not only to his daughter, but also to me. Just hours before, he and I had been lifting weights and talking about motorcycles.

         And yet there he was, sobbing because he was feeling his daughter’s pain. He apologized for not being present when she was going through high school. He apologized for not being there for her. He apologized for being an absent father. Then she started to cry. Then I started to cry. We were all crying inside this truck as we headed to the airport. And in that moment, my definition of what a real man looks like changed.

         There’s something about the word “vulnerability” that repels men. And yet most of us can admit that vulnerability is a good thing, that it often leads to success, that it can give you strength. But there’s a difference between watching and agreeing with the science-backed power of vulnerability on a TED talk and actually practicing it in real life. We keep vulnerability at arm’s length. We nod our heads. We agree. But we don’t execute. We don’t deploy. We hide.

         Webster’s defines “vulnerable” as “capable of or susceptible to being wounded or hurt.” And that’s exactly how most men see it. Which is why we hold up our shield. We don’t show ourselves through vulnerability and instead try to show ourselves in other ways: by fixing things, by paying our bills on time, by being the loudest one in the room.

         This conditioning runs deep. It’s been passed down from our fathers and grandfathers who demonstrated that feelings are meant to be kept inside, and from locker rooms and fraternity houses where we were taught to “man the fuck up”.

         As we enter adulthood, there is only more and more reason to hide our true selves. We get hurt. Our hearts harden. Talking about feelings is something women do. We’re men.

         But vulnerability isn’t just about talking about your feelings. It’s about showing your true self. For many of us, we don’t show ourselves until we have to. Until there’s something at stake. Until we lose something—a relationship, a marriage, a friendship, a business, and eventually ourselves. We get to a place where we have nowhere else to go. But until then, we bottle things up. And we cope by letting that shit come out in unhealthy ways. We develop and then feed addictions, become workaholics; we may even cheat, lie, get aggressive, or let ourselves be doormats.

         But more importantly, if we don’t show our true selves and express how we feel, we are denying ourselves. We are telling ourselves we don’t matter. We are turning ourselves invisible.

         Practicing vulnerability isn’t about doing something for others. You’re not doing someone a favor. You’re not giving in. You’re creating soil, rich soil, for you and your growth. You’re raising your potential. You’re positioning yourself. You’re building a better, stronger you. Everything starts with your truth. Nothing can be built without it.

         In doing thousands of sessions with couples for the last decade, I’ve found the biggest complaint from women is that their partner is not vulnerable, not communicating, not showing himself and expressing his feelings. I want you to think about this. If I talked to your girlfriend/wife/partner/female colleague/lady friend, would she have the same thing to say about you? Be honest with yourself.

         Everything starts with your truth.

Nothing can be built without it.

         Not showing vulnerability, not being transparent with the people in your life, creates a disconnect. You’re leaving the other person in the dark. You’re doing life around your partner instead of with your partner. He or she feels alone. You’re taking a crowbar to your relationship instead of producing glue, and you won’t be able to build anything healthy and sustaining.

         So ask yourself, Am I being vulnerable? Am I showing myself? Not just with your partner. In all your relationships. With friends. Coworkers. Employees. Your boss. Your children. Parents. Family. If not, why? Are you still holding on to old definitions of what a man looks like? If so, maybe it’s time to change your definitions. Because here’s the truth: if you don’t practice vulnerability, you will never reach your full potential as a father, brother, boyfriend, husband, friend, son, teacher, leader, entrepreneur, and human.

      

   


   
      
         

            #2

            Do Walk with Mirrors

         

         For most of my life, the only thing I did with a mirror was check my hair. I thought self-awareness was skin-deep.

         When I was married, I thought I was a very self-aware person. I expressed myself and my feelings often, more than the average John. I was sensitive and thoughtful and was praised for it. I was the guy in my circle of friends everyone came to for advice. I was very aware of what I was good at and not good at. I wasn’t academic but I was creative. I wasn’t organized but I was prolific. I knew myself. But that’s only self-awareness on the surface.

         I also steamrolled people, tried to get them to understand me without trying to understand them, always pulled from logic, and found many faults in others but rarely in myself. That’s because I never looked inward. Self-awareness means looking inward and being aware of how your thoughts, actions, and energy impact others. Doing this not just once, but all the time. It’s not just about knowing yourself. It’s what you decide to do with that knowing. That’s self-awareness.

         I eventually realized, through many expired relationships, that maybe the problem or part of the problem was me. This opened up a whole new world, a hard world to face. It was a revelation. I was living in a bubble, oblivious to the damage I was doing. Not only to others but to myself.

         If vulnerability is soil, self-awareness is the seeds we plant for growth. Everything starts with self-awareness. We all have a veneer, an outside shell that has been formed by society, advertising, parents, and old blueprints, and we use this shell to protect ourselves. We craft a version of ourselves to present to the world, and it often causes us to seek approval and validation instead of looking inward, examining our thoughts, our behaviors, and our effect on others.

         In order to build self-awareness, we must be metacog-nitive—that is, have active control over our cognitive processes, think about our thinking, know about our knowing, be aware of our awareness, and explore our wiring and make a motion to rewire. It’s this type of higher thinking that separates children from adults, boys from men.

         To walk with mirrors is a daily self-examination. Growth and truth are not destinations. They are states. You have to put yourself in those states for truth and growth to happen. And the only way to get into those states is to always look inward. Until it becomes a way of life.

         How to walk with mirrors

         Here are my top three tips for learning to walk with mirrors and thereby become more self-aware.

         
            1. MEDITATE.

I’ll be honest with you: like many, I struggle with meditation. But only if you define meditation as sitting cross-legged on the floor with my palms facing up, eyes closed, and listening to an app. Meditation can come in many forms. It’s the daily practice of creating distance between you and your thoughts by focusing on your breath and anchoring yourself using your senses. Because most of our thoughts are distortions, and those distortions pull us out of the here and now and into time machines. We live in the future or past and become walking reactions. How you meditate (i.e., practice creating this distance) is up to you. I meditate by riding my motorcycle. I mediate on walks. I meditate during my fitness workouts. What matters is that you do it and do it often.

            2. LOOK AT WHAT’S COMING UP.

As we interact with people throughout our day, shit comes up. People trigger us. This is because of our stories and wiring. There are dynamics in our relationships that make us angry or resistant or avoidant. People remind us of other people who have hurt us, loved us, and raised us. Practicing self-awareness means looking at what comes up when we engage with these people—objectively, from a bird’s-eye point of view. And then separating what’s theirs to own and what’s ours.

            3. OWN YOUR SHIT. (SEE P.131.) 

Now you take responsibility by doing something about it. This may mean practicing nonjudgment. Compassion. Forgiveness. But it always means responding instead of reacting. And that requires a beat. A pause. Some thought. Self-reflection. It means being aware of how your energy and actions affect others, and taking responsibility for them. Create distance from your thoughts so that you are not living your cognitive distortions, so that you’re looking at what’s coming up (your feelings) when you engage with people who trigger you or bring out your resistance, owning your own shit by knowing what is yours, and taking responsibility by choosing to respond responsibly. Not just once, but every … single … day. That’s what self-awareness looks like. Of course there will be easier days and harder days. But the choice to practice self-awareness daily is walking with mirrors.

         

         If you don’t walk with mirrors, you’ll never establish anything real. You become a walking shell. But after you begin to look inward, you’ll start to become curious about yourself, how you think, why you think the way you do. Your conscious choice to be aware of how your thoughts and actions affect not only your life but the lives of others, and to do something about it, is what will position you to become more. Any man can build abs. Any man can make money. But men who walk with mirrors are true leaders.
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