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PROLOGUE


My father died suddenly on Wednesday, September 20, 2023, in Dallas, Texas.


That week had begun like any other: I was on an early flight out of San Diego, heading to Dallas for a business trip. Monday was uneventful, filled with the familiar rhythm of airport terminals, Uber rides, and meeting agendas. By Tuesday afternoon, I was deep in discussions with a client, navigating the minutiae of the day’s objectives, when my phone began vibrating incessantly in my pocket. At first, it was easy to ignore, but as the vibrations persisted, a subtle unease began to stir within me.


When the meeting finally ended, I stepped to the far corner of the conference room, its linoleum floors gleaming under the fluorescent lights, and pulled my phone from the front pocket of my jeans. I expected the usual: a barrage of irreverent group texts from college buddies or SEAL teammates. But life rarely unfolds as we expect, and in that fleeting moment, everything I knew as certain unraveled.


I found a series of text messages from my mom to my twin brother and me. The content was quite different from what I anticipated.




[4:22PM] Your Dad is in the Presbyterian Hospital ER. I was driving home from an event and came across him lying in the street with a crowd around him and a constable already there. They said he was apparently walking home from North Park shopping mall. This was not on his agenda today! He hit his head on the pavement. May have fainted. Paramedics said they would order a CAT scan and other tests. He was speaking a little but very dazed. Will keep you posted.





My heart quickened as I hastily texted my mom, letting her know I was in town and would head straight to the hospital. In the rush of this trip, I hadn’t mentioned my visit to Dallas, my hometown and a city I frequented often, to her beforehand. Struggling to steady my emotions, I approached our VP of Programs, a thirty-year Navy SEAL veteran, and the client company’s CEO, who were deep in conversation. As I delivered the heartbreaking news, the CEO, now a trusted friend, didn’t hesitate. “Let’s go. I’ll drive,” he said with quiet urgency, his love of fast cars suddenly a blessing.


With his NASCAR-worthy driving skills and a touch of divine intervention, we navigated the densely packed Dallas rush-hour traffic on Interstate 635 as if we were parting the Red Sea. I called my wife, Nicole, as soon as we were underway. We all prayed the entire drive. Ten minutes prior to my arrival, I received this text:



[4:58PM] David has had a brain bleed and may have had a stroke and is in dire condition. Brain surgery ahead. The next minutes and hours are critical.





A deep pain burned in my chest. Throat tightened. Eyes welled with tears. Prayers continued at a more vigorous pace. Five minutes later, I received this message:



[5:03PM] Just talked to the neurosurgeon. Not good. He probably won’t survive.





I reread the text five times. Its impact was similar to the immense recoil of a Carl Gustaf M4 anti-tank weapon. For you civilians, that is a big-ass rocket launcher. There was no level of mental fortitude I could muster to keep the tears from streaming down my face.


The severity of my father’s brain bleed made surgery impossible. Compounding this grim reality was the decision he had made in an advance directive—a do-not-resuscitate (DNR) order. The weight of the situation crashed over us, a devastating clarity settling in: These would be our final moments together.


Family members from across Dallas gathered at the hospital, seeking solace in shared grief, their hushed conversations blending with the sterile hum of the ward. I arranged a FaceTime call with Nicole and our four children, giving them a chance to say their goodbyes to “Poppsy.” Though his eyes remained closed, he managed faint responses, whispering, “I love you, too,” in those first, fleeting hours.


As midnight approached, I turned to the few who still lingered—my mom, my brother, his wife, and a couple of cousins—and assured them I’d take the first “watch.” I urged them to rest at our family home, a short drive away, and promised to call if anything changed. By then, my father had slipped into complete unresponsiveness. We spoke to him anyway, clinging to the hope that he could still hear us through the silence.


Alone with my dad, a wave of restlessness and despair crashed over me, paired with an insatiable craving for a drink. I convinced myself—as I had so many times before—that alcohol would dull the sharp edge of reality, make the unbearable slightly more tolerable. It was a familiar vice, born from years of masking the scars of combat and the relentless demands of entrepreneurship. When the nurse returned for her routine check, I seized the chance to escape.


Crossing Greenville Avenue in the cool night air, I entered a dimly lit liquor store and hastily grabbed two small bottles of vodka and a handful of snacks. As I returned to the hospital, shame settled over me like a heavy cloak. What if, in those few moments, my father had passed? Quietly, I pleaded with God for forgiveness, grappling with the rawness of my choices.


Throughout the night, I sat crammed into an unforgiving hospital chair beside my father’s bed. To fill the silence and honor his passion for military history, I played Band of Brothers on my phone, angling the screen toward him as though he could watch with me. The salty tang of tears mixed with the vodka on my lips as I quietly wept, spoke to him, and prayed. There, in the dim glow of the screen, I found a strange and solemn connection—a final communion between a son and his father, a former Marine whose love for history had shaped so much of who he was. And, yes, I know: Once a Marine, always a Marine.


At eight the next morning, my mom and brother returned to the hospital, their presence a quiet comfort in the heavy stillness of the hospital room. A dull, familiar headache had also joined me, a self-inflicted companion to the weight of waiting and grief. As the hours crept by, time seemed to stretch and contract, blurring the boundary between anticipation and inevitability. Then, at eleven o’clock, my father drew his final breath. The air seemed to shift in that instant, as though the universe itself paused to mark his passing. His earthly journey, though unfinished in the way all lives are, had reached its natural conclusion. He was called home—into the arms of eternity, where pain and struggle could no longer touch him. A profound stillness settled over the room, filled not with emptiness but with the quiet echo of a life well lived, a man deeply loved.


Upon learning of my dad’s service in the Marine Corps during the Vietnam War, the hospital staff proposed a formal military ceremony to honor his veteran status. A dignified procession was organized, with his body respectfully covered in the American flag as he was transferred from the hospital to a vehicle destined for the funeral home.


The next day, I returned home to join my family and start the grieving process. Two weeks later, we returned to Dallas for Dad’s memorial service. As part of my remarks, I recited Tecumseh’s poem “Death Song”:



Live your life, so that the fear of death may never enter your heart. Trouble no one about their religion. Respect others in their views. And demand that they respect yours.


Love your life. Perfect your life. Beautify all things in your life. Seek to make your life long and of service to others.


Prepare a noble death song for the day you go over the great divide.


Show respect to all people and grovel to none.


When you arise in the morning give thanks for the light, for your life and strength. If you see no reason for giving thanks, the fault lies within yourself.


When it comes your time to die, be not like those whose hearts are filled with the fear of death, so that when their time comes they weep and pray for a little more time to live their lives over again in a different way.


Sing your death song and die like a hero going home.
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A memorial service carries with it an intense sense of finality, a solemn acknowledgment that a chapter has closed. As guests began to depart, I felt the weight of loss mingled with a quiet peace, knowing my dad had found his eternal home. His life was a testament to devotion and determination—a husband, father, and successful real estate developer who poured his heart into everything he did. Yet, even as I celebrated his legacy, I felt the bittersweet sting of dreams left unfulfilled, projects left unfinished, and words left unsaid. His abrupt departure was a reminder of life’s fragility, a reminder that urges us to live with intention, pursue our aspirations with urgency, and shape a life that reflects the depth of our love and the purpose of our days.


When my family and I returned home to San Diego, I made three transformative decisions:




	To quit drinking—forever


	To radically adjust my priorities


	And to write this book
















INTRODUCTION


As a Navy SEAL combat veteran, I have faced the sorrow of losing many brothers and the heavy burden of taking life. Yet, nothing compares to the aching finality of losing a loved one, especially a parent or a child. My father’s passing became an unyielding reminder of life’s delicateness and the certainty of death. His loss thrust mortality into sharp focus, compelling me to confront the impermanence of existence, the fleeting nature of time, and the precious threads that weave our lives together.


Death itself should not be feared—it is one of life’s few certainties. What we should fear, however, is the quiet erosion of our spirit that comes with a life of mediocrity that is devoid of purpose. The true enemy is not life’s swift end but the insidious decay born of regrets and missed opportunities—the slow, silent theft of our potential that leaves dreams to wither into forgotten whispers of what might have been.


The death of someone so central to our lives often ignites a serious reckoning that exposes vulnerabilities we’d rather ignore and provokes reflection on our choices, priorities, and the meaning we assign to each fleeting moment. My father’s passing became precisely such a catalyst, urging me to pause and examine the trajectory of my own life, not merely through the lens of achievement at work, in relationships, and in faith but also through the greater question of impact. What am I building, and for whom? What meaningful initiatives am I pursuing that will enrich as many lives as possible and leave a positive mark on the world once I am gone?


In the stillness of this reflection, a question surfaced with piercing clarity: Am I living my life so that the fear of death will never enter my heart? The answer did not come easily, and I could not know it with certainty. Before sacrificing his life for his cause, American Christian missionary Jim Elliot declared, “When it comes time to die, make sure that all you have to do is die.” So, this uncertainty became its own kind of truth—a call to action, a challenge to align my words and deeds with the values I hold most dear. It demanded that I pursue a life unburdened by regret, a life of purpose and authenticity, one in which every choice honors the gift of time.


This book is a journey through such questions and truths, a guide to embracing the finite nature of life as a force for extraordinary growth. It is about rejecting mediocrity, finding purpose, and living boldly so that when the end inevitably comes, it finds us fully alive.


GOING ALL IN



In the context of living a purpose-driven and fulfilling life, the concept of going all in involves wholeheartedly committing ourselves to pursuing only a few passions and aspirations but pursuing them with resolute dedication and determination. It involves fully immersing ourselves in endeavors that align with our purpose and values, which leaves no room for hesitation or doubt. Going all in means fully committing to the journey of growth by embracing challenges, taking bold and calculated risks, and breaking free from the confines of our comfort zones. It involves facing obstacles head-on with conviction, recognizing that these hurdles are not barriers but opportunities for innovation, resilience, and redirection. By leaning into adversity, we unlock new pathways for personal and professional development and transform challenges into catalysts of achieving our highest potential.


Living an all in life demands the alignment of mind, heart, and soul, anchored by a deep sense of self-awareness that discerns what truly matters and brings lasting fulfillment. It’s about intentionally aligning actions with core values and aspirations and making choices that are not just meaningful but also transformative. No matter what you’ve dedicated yourself to—maybe it’s your career or deepening your relationship with God and loved ones or committing to personal development goals that elevate your mindfulness, faith, health, or financial well-being—going all in requires steadfast commitment. It means embracing the full spectrum of the journey, with all its highs and lows, and fully engaging in the process of becoming the most heroic, grateful, and fulfilled version of yourself.


Ultimately, going all in is about living authentically and with conviction, refusing to settle for mediocrity or complacency. We are either moving forward or dying slowly. Why would we choose any other way of living than advancing in every area of our lives? So what if it involves embracing challenges and showing vulnerability? So what if the path is pockmarked with the potholes of fear and pain? On the journey to self-actualization and true consciousness, the concept of going all in serves as a beacon that guides us to unlock our boundless potential, declutter our lives, hone our focus, and craft a life teeming with clear purpose, deep meaning, and remarkable achievements.


The clock is ticking. It’s time to take a look at your cards, put your chips on the table, and go all in.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


What unites Navy SEALs, Olympians, astronauts, renowned musicians, cancer survivors, thriving entrepreneurs, and history’s greatest trailblazers? It is their commitment to purpose and their journey to discover excellence. Whether striving for greatness or mere survival, these individuals master the art of focus, eliminate distractions, and cultivate disciplined routines that drive them toward their aspirations. Their high-growth mindset—marked by resilience, adaptability, and the courage to embrace discomfort—sets them apart and allows them to thrive in the face of adversity.


Yet, they are not immune to life’s challenges. Like us all, they encounter setbacks, failures, and unforeseen trials. What distinguishes them is their ability to transform obstacles into opportunities for growth through disciplined action and their clear sense of purpose. They declutter their lives, break detrimental habits, and embrace systems that foster consistency and progress. Pursuing their goals in this way, these individuals embody the transformation necessary for great success.


In this book, I share how you can integrate these principles into every facet of your life—from personal health and relationships to career obstacles, leadership challenges, and moments of quiet self-doubt—whatever your battlegrounds may be. You’ll find stories and lessons drawn from history, modern science, and my personal experiences as a Navy SEAL, entrepreneur, and lifelong student of growth. This is not a guide for those content with mediocrity but a call to action for anyone ready to embrace discomfort as a catalyst of transformation. It is for you if you are ready to pursue a life of meaning and impact.


As Hemingway famously remarked, “In order to write about life, first you must live it.” This truth resonates deeply with me. To write this book, I committed to embodying the principles discussed within its pages and applying them rigorously in my own life. From refining my daily routines and eliminating bad habits to fully transforming my business and deepening my relationships, I’ve lived this framework. My hope is that, by sharing insights from my journey, you’ll find the tools here to do the same.


My expertise is rooted in the lived experience of war, loss, love, marriage, raising four children, and building high-growth businesses. The process for achieving remarkable results I present here is anchored in rigorous scientific research and the collective wisdom of extraordinary leaders across generations. Any shortcomings in its presentation are my own. Any inaccuracies are mine to bear. But my aspiration is for you to unlock the transformative power of purposeful routines, intentional habit formation, commitment to systems, and a clear focus on what truly matters so that you can go all in on building the life and experiences you want.


Life is fleeting, and our time is finite. More significant still is where we place our attention in the moments we’re granted. Why not use your time with intention? Let’s commit to a life of meaning, purpose, and joy—a life that transcends mere existence and becomes a journey of growth, contribution, and impact. Living this way, we not only enrich our own lives but also illuminate a path for others and leave behind a legacy that inspires and endures.


With all this in mind, are you ready to go all in?


If so, let’s begin.
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RELENTLESS ROUTINES
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DRIVEN BY PURPOSE


The Psychology Behind Our Goals


Do not let your fire go out, spark by irreplaceable spark in the hopeless swamps of the approximate, the not-quite, the not-yet, the not-at-all. Do not let the hero in your soul perish in lonely frustration for the life you deserved and have never been able to reach. Check your road and the nature of your battle. The world you desired can be won, it exists, it is real, it is possible, it’s yours.


—AYN RAND, THE FOUNTAINHEAD


At twenty-three, I made a choice that would redefine my life, a decision that would require an unflinching commitment to discipline, the demolition of old habits, and the embrace of new rituals that would not only transform my actions but also rewire my way of thinking. This step demanded I unlock latent potential, forge resilience, and dedicate myself to the pursuit of challenges far beyond the ordinary. As I would later realize, this decision illuminated the immense power of intentionally crafted routines pursued with relentless vigor. Routines are not only tools for habit formation but also gateways to purpose, excellence, and the realization of ambitious goals.


Seated at my desk on the forty-second floor of the Trammell Crow Center, a high-rise that dominated the Dallas skyline, I drafted a letter that I knew would leave my parents speechless. I revealed my decision to leave behind a hard-earned role as a financial analyst—my first position after college—to pursue an extraordinary path. I wasn’t just planning to enlist in the United States Navy; I had set my sights on the most grueling special operations training program in the world. My goal was to become a Navy SEAL.


But let me be clear—this wasn’t a random epiphany. The why behind my decision, shaped by pivotal experiences and encounters, had been quietly evolving over time.


During my undergraduate years at Southern Methodist University, where I earned degrees in finance and economics, my path seemed securely aligned with corporate ambition. Yet, my time spent studying English literature and criminal justice at Oxford University between my sophomore and junior years at SMU changed something in me. Oxford’s tutorial approach to learning—with an emphasis on independent study, collaborative projects, and one-on-one mentorship—demanded intellectual rigor, disciplined routines, and a mastery of time management. The direct, often brutal feedback from professors brought alive in me a newfound appreciation for the intersection of accountability and personal growth, and my studies required a level of self-discipline that hadn’t been expected of me before.


A few months into my sophomore year, I met Matt, a freshman at SMU who shared his dream of becoming a Navy SEAL with me. At first, I admired his conviction but dismissed his ambition as an improbable pursuit—a noble but nearly unattainable goal. Good for him, I thought, but that’s not for me. And yet, his determination planted a seed by subtly challenging my understanding of what it meant to chase something truly remarkable. It wasn’t an instant revelation, but over time, that seed took root and ultimately grew into a decision that would dramatically alter the trajectory of my life.


This is where my journey begins: a young man, stepping away from the predictable path, daring to chase something audacious, and discovering along the way the unparalleled power of discipline, purpose, and consistent pursuit.


My college years were a whirlwind of rugby matches, social antics (mostly legal in Texas), and occasional academic diligence. I captained the SMU rugby team for two of my four years on the team, likely because no one else wanted the job. During this time, Matt and I became close friends, and to my surprise, his seemingly wild ambition to become a Navy SEAL only grew stronger.


His compounding enthusiasm for the Naval Special Warfare organization piqued my curiosity. Intrigued, I delved into the available literature, which mostly centered on the SEAL community’s history from World War II to Vietnam. I also read Richard Marcinko’s book, Rogue Warrior. Discovering that all Navy SEALs could leap tall buildings in a single bound and bench-press five hundred pounds while sweating the sweet smell of toxic masculinity was compelling, to say the least. They breathed fire, stared down death with only a single glance, hypnotized the most beautiful women with a mere flip of the hair, and munched on glass without even lacerating their gums. These findings were incredibly inspiring. Who are these demigods?!


Nevertheless, I knew this fairy tale would never become my reality. I didn’t know where to start even if I wanted to. But, I figured, maybe Matt had a chance. So, while I was diligently practicing the fine art of fake it till you make it as a financial analyst, I decided to lend Matt a helping hand and train with him while he completed his senior year at SMU and prepared to enlist in the Navy. I needed some balance in my life anyway. The effort would prove my love as a friend and support—of his insanely unattainable goal—and give me the opportunity to maintain a respectable degree of fitness. A win-win.


I spent time at work pretending to geek out over spreadsheets, meticulously organizing data, creating complex models, analyzing financial metrics, and desperately trying to remember the formulas for calculating P/E ratios. But I found myself frequently daydreaming about being a special operations superhero who would swoop in and single-handedly save the day in the event our office building was taken over by terrorists planning to steal millions in bearer bonds. Just like John McClane in the Christmas movie Die Hard. Maybe I, too, could become some version of a guy with a penchant for kicking ass and taking names! One can dream.


And then one day, it clicked. I would go all in.
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Before you embark on the journey to conquer your universe, before you muster the strength to overcome each obstacle along the way, it’s essential to understand why you have chosen the goals that drive you. Our choices, in personal relationships, professional ambitions, faith, fitness, and finances, are rarely random. Instead, they stem from a deeper yearning, a desire to become more than we are today. Yet, this yearning does not promise comfort or a smooth path to fulfillment. It beckons us toward challenges, toward the storms of adversity that will only refine and strengthen our resolve.


We don’t select our goals simply to get to the destination but for the transformation they demand. Meaningful pursuits test our limits and require us to face discomfort, fear, and doubt head-on. Adversity, rather than an unwelcome intruder, is an essential ally. Our aspirations often feel less like deliberate choices and more like a calling—a soft but persistent voice urging us to rise, to act, to persevere. It is through the labor, the discipline, and the relentless pursuit of these endeavors that we discover our core purpose.


As Michelangelo famously remarked, “If you knew how much work went into it, you would not call it genius.” Greatness is forged in the crucible of effort and resilience. So, when doubt looms and the weight of the task feels overwhelming, remember that you are building strength for a life that matters. Let us embrace the work ahead.


THE TRANSFORMATIVE POWER OF ROUTINES


I mailed that momentous letter to my parents rather than delivering it in person—a deliberate choice to demonstrate the gravity of its contents. The day after sending it, I began crafting a disciplined training regimen for Matt and myself, one designed to cultivate transformative habits and eliminate distractions. This system wasn’t just about physical preparation; it was about reshaping our identities and fostering an unrelenting commitment to the goal of becoming Navy SEALs. Every facet of my life was overhauled to singularly align with this pursuit.


As a former college athlete, I had long known the transformational power of disciplined routines and the intricate dance of balancing competing priorities. Yet, this new endeavor demanded far more than balance—it called for an unyielding, asymmetric focus, a mindset sharpened to optimize every ounce of cognitive bandwidth I had and channel it exclusively into what truly mattered. By stripping away distractions and concentrating all my energy on specific, measurable objectives, I found a clarity that cut through the noise and a level of commitment that sustained my motivation. This deliberate focus not only illuminated the path forward but also provided the framework I would use to measure our progress and continually refine our pursuit.


One Sunday morning, I sat on my apartment balcony with a pen and legal pad, the kind my dad used obsessively in his career, and drafted this framework. I needed to analyze how I allocated my time and energy. By asking myself pointed questions related to my existing routines and priorities, I laid the foundation for a system of total focus that would ensure every effort going forward was aligned with achieving the extraordinary results Matt and I were looking for. I asked the following questions:




	Who in my social circle will support and guide me on this journey, and how can I reclaim time from activities that no longer serve my purpose?


	Can I adjust my work schedule to create additional time for preparation, or is leaving my job a necessary step toward my goal?


	Which current routines and rituals should be eliminated, refined, or intensified to align with my objective?


	How can I design evening and morning routines that optimize my energy, focus, and productivity?


	What dietary choices enhance my physical and mental performance, and which habits hinder my progress?





This pivotal step caused me to reflect deeply on the forces shaping my life and to identify the people, rituals, and resources that could propel me forward while showing the distractions I must shed and obstacles to be leaped along the way. Because a demanding work schedule consumed my days, I turned my focus to crafting purposeful morning and evening routines, well before I understood the science behind their regenerative power. History’s great achievers—Marcus Aurelius, a Stoic philosopher and Rome’s emperor from AD 161 to 180, among them—have long championed the value of predawn rituals. In Meditations, Aurelius captures this ethos: “At dawn, when you have trouble getting out of bed, tell yourself: ‘I have to go to work—as a human being. What do I have to complain of, if I’m going to do what I was born for?’” Inspired by such wisdom, I began shaping routines to align my actions with my purpose.


My mornings began at 5:00 a.m., when I jolted myself to life with a cold shower—long before cold plunging swept into global vogue. The frigid water sharpened my senses and fortified my resolve. This was followed by light stretching and core exercises that awakened both body and focus. The next twenty minutes I devoted to reading material that broadened my mind and deepened my pursuits, and the period culminated with prayer and reflection that allowed me to clarify my intentions and set a purposeful tone for the day ahead. Not dissimilar to the “20-20-20 Formula” Robin Sharma presents in his incredible book The 5AM Club.


Evenings were equally disciplined. After work, I’d pack my gear, run four miles to the SMU natatorium, and complete rigorous swimming and calisthenics sessions designed to exceed the Navy SEAL training requirements. The night ended with another four-mile run home, a healthy dinner, and lights out by 9:45 p.m. Weekends followed a similar rhythm, with ten- to twenty-mile runs around White Rock Lake on Saturdays and light recovery on Sundays to prepare for the week ahead.


These routines, consistent and balanced, were not for show but for mastery. Discipline in the morning begins with discipline in the evening, because restorative sleep is the cornerstone of both mental and physical excellence. Through structured repetition, my daily habits became a system for transformation, a methodical path to achieving a purpose far greater than any single day’s effort. Mastery, I realized, was not about grand gestures but about the quiet persistence of showing up, day after day, with unwavering focus and intent.


THE COMMITMENT


After a year of intense training, research, and introspection, I’d fully committed to this path. A timeline emerged, and Matt and I moved to Crested Butte, Colorado, to elevate the last bits of our training—literally. At high altitude, we pushed ourselves harder, running long distances carrying heavy logs, swimming in icy lakes, and scaling the region’s tallest peaks. After six months, physically, mentally, and spiritually fortified, we returned to Texas, joined the US Navy, and embarked on the next phase of the journey.


I reached that milestone through relentless routines that helped me cultivate better habits, break free from detrimental ones, and automate difficult tasks. I had begun by not only striving for the goal but also embodying the mindset and actions of someone who had already achieved it. Engaging in this process built my willpower and mental resilience and cleared the way for a new identity to emerge. Just know that this approach requires caution: There’s a difference between imagining the finish line prematurely and transforming yourself through consistent effort.


Fueled by commitment, we had developed systems that focused on time management, productivity, nutrition, sleep, and continuous learning. These systems emphasized small, daily improvements that compounded over time. The results were significant, though I could never have foreseen that they would ultimately lead me to war. Be careful what you wish for.


THE REMARKABLE RESULTS PYRAMID


It would be years later—a couple decades—before I grasped the significance of this metamorphosis from financial analyst to Navy SEAL and the implications of the framework I had designed to bring it about. I realized, with carefully crafted routines at its foundation, this framework could apply to all facets of life, psychological, neurological, and philosophical.


The implementation of the model certainly bore fruit as we secured admission into the SEAL training program. Yet, gaining entry paled in comparison to enduring the punishing crucible of training that awaited. Joining Basic Underwater Demolition / SEAL (BUD/S) Class 235 in the autumn of 2000, I was one among more than two hundred hopefuls. When the dust settled more than a year later, only twenty-three of us emerged triumphant, having earned the privilege of donning the revered Navy SEAL Trident pin. Then, we were assigned to our respective teams.


At that juncture, the conflict in Afghanistan was already in full swing, with murmurs of an impending war in Iraq spreading, too. In April 2003, my task unit of approximately forty SEALs from SEAL Team 5 became the first SEAL troop to be deployed to Iraq. Our mission: to undertake “capture or kill” operations targeting terrorists who harbored unimaginable malevolence. Leading up to that point and throughout the trials of rigorous training and multiple combat deployments, the validity of my original framework held. This is the progression:




	
Relentless Routines        → New Habits and Beliefs                         →


	
Transformed Mindset    → New Identity and Deeper Resolve         →


	
Increased Commitment → Meaningful Connection to Purpose       →


	
Structured Systems        → A Blueprint for Goal Achievement        →


	
Remarkable Results       → Confidence and Continuous Improvement





When you use this framework, what once seemed like a daunting goal is transformed into achievable milestones, footholds on the path to continuous growth. Each success is another rung on the ladder, lifting you ever upward. As your comfort zone broadens, challenges that once felt insurmountable become your new standard and are seamlessly integrated into your journey to excellence.
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Years later, I applied the principles I learned during my SEAL career to the realms of graduate school and entrepreneurship. They became the bedrock on which I built innovative tech companies and cultivated dynamic, high-performance cultures. The journey, marked by moments of intense stress, significant setbacks, and the ever-present shadow of uncertainty, was far from smooth. Yet, through it all, my single-minded commitment to continuous improvement and the transformative power of a growth mindset proved invaluable, indispensable, and guided each step forward so that I was acting with purpose and could face any hardships with resilience.


While leading my second company, a digital marketing and data analytics firm that earned a spot on the Inc. 500 list for three consecutive years, I launched a Forbes column called From the Battlefield to the Boardroom. One early article caught the attention of the president of Bank of America Merrill Lynch Asia Pacific, and he invited me to speak at the bank’s global leadership summit in Hong Kong—a daunting yet tremendous opportunity that opened doors to repeat engagements with global organizations.


After selling that company, I authored my first book, Taking Point: A Navy SEAL’s 10 Fail-Safe Principles for Leading Through Change, which offers a window into the transformative power of leadership and culture when navigating organizational change. This milestone led me to found a management consulting firm that specialized in talent development and employee engagement strategies for enterprise organizations that eventually evolved into my current organization, EXCELR8 (pronounced “accelerate”), a cutting-edge, AI-powered workforce technology software-as-a-service (SaaS) company. During this time, I was speaking to audiences exceeding fifty thousand annually, and I found the company’s purpose: to more deeply explore human performance, behavioral science, and neuroscience in order to fuel groundbreaking innovations and drive meaningful impact in leadership and high-performance team development.


All of which prompted me to write my second book, Embrace the Suck: The Navy SEAL Way to an Extraordinary Life, which was published in December 2020, approximately nine months into the COVID pandemic. The culmination of these efforts, experiences, research, and trial and error is the framework you see in Figure 1–1.


The Remarkable Results Pyramid (RRP) is a proven framework for driving transformation—individual, team, and organizational—and achieving extraordinary outcomes. Each level of the pyramid builds on the one below, creating a powerful structure for growth and success. The journey begins with defining precise goals, whether in your career, relationships, health, or business—but the model is equally impactful even if your goals remain unclear. The beauty lies in its adaptability.


At the foundation of the pyramid are relentless routines and habit formation, where consistent action rewires neural pathways and turns intentional actions into automatic behaviors (habits) through repetition and reinforcement. As habits take hold, they transform your mindset and identity so that your self-concept becomes aligned with your goals. This fosters deeper commitment, which connects with your purpose: a clear why that enhances your motivation and resilience and continually points you in the correct direction.
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Figure 1–1: The Remarkable Results Pyramid (RRP)








When you have a clear sense of purpose, you can design systems and processes that create structure, enhance efficiency, and optimize your efforts—transforming discipline into an everyday behavior on the path to achieving remarkable results. These results, however, are not the end goal—they’re milestones. You can hop to the base of the pyramid and scale it again. The Remarkable Results process is ongoing so that you continually reinforce habits, refine systems, and move the goalposts farther out in an embrace of infinite growth.


Rooted in psychological principles, the RRP emphasizes consistency, identity, purpose, and systems as the foundation for success. Habits shape the neuroplastic brain by leveraging the power of structured routines so that anyone can harness the RRP to achieve extraordinary results and sustain long-term progress. You possess far more discipline than you may realize. This framework serves as a road map, helping you harness your courage and break the journey to remarkable results into clear, manageable steps.


WHO DARES WINS


The unorthodox is always unbreakable.


—SIR DAVID STERLING


A few months before I entered the Navy, I was seated at the far end of the bar at the Buffalo Rose Saloon in Crested Butte, the oldest bar in Colorado. The saloon’s atmosphere was thick with history. I examined the intricate antler chandelier that hung above, quietly giving thanks to the fine beasts that so generously donated to the worthy cause of the lighting fixture. The air was filled with the rich scent of aged wood mingled with the aroma of grilled burgers and the faint hoppy trace of spilled beer. Patrons, a mix of locals and travelers, sat along the bar and at scattered tables, their low conversations blending into a comforting hum. The creak of the old wooden floorboards added to the saloon’s charm.


I sat contemplating my journey to becoming a Navy SEAL. Matt and I had moved to Crested Butte to train for six months in extreme conditions prior to enlisting. There was only one thing on this odyssey we could control, and that was our level of physical and mental preparedness. As I scribbled our training regimen for the coming week in a notebook, the older man sitting next to me took notice.


“Excuse me, young man,” he said, his voice carrying the gentle lilt of Yorkshire. “Are you an athlete? Crested Butte attracts a lot of athletes looking to train at high altitudes.” His face was leathery and wrinkled, and bushy eyebrows accented eyes magnified by the wisdom that no doubt rested between his rather large ears.


Hesitantly, I replied, “Sort of. I’m actually training for a special operations selection program in the Navy.”


A knowing smile spread across his face. “Ah, that’s quite the journey. SEALs, I assume? I spent many years in a special operations regiment in the British Army. Have you heard of the Special Air Service, the SAS?”


“I’ve heard a bit,” I admitted. “Weren’t they originally involved in some pretty crazy operations back in World War II?”


“Indeed,” he said, leaning in slightly. “One of the most daring campaigns was Operation Crusader in November 1941. Sir David Stirling, the founder of the SAS, conceived and led these outlandish operations. They aimed to destroy airfields and communication lines in North Africa, specifically targeting Axis airfields in Libya. Stirling and his small team of SAS operatives became experts in desert warfare and unconventional tactics. On a series of nighttime raids, they destroyed enemy aircraft and killed many Nazis deep in German-held territory. They had little to no support—completely on their own.”


“How did they manage to pull that off?” I asked, intrigued. My dad was quite the military history buff, but my knowledge of how these conflicts in WWII extended to the northern regions of Africa was limited.


“They relied heavily on surprise and deception,” the gentleman explained. “They’d drive long distances in the dark and often wear German uniforms to infiltrate enemy positions undetected. This was long before the luxury of night-vision goggles. They would strike swiftly and violently, like savages without mercy, and then vanish into the vast desert, evading enemy patrols. Despite formidable odds, they succeeded in blowing up countless enemy aircraft and significantly disrupted Axis operations.”


“That’s impressive,” I said. “What motivated Stirling to create such an elite force? It was unlike any of its kind at the time, right?”


“Stirling was a visionary with a daring spirit,” the old man continued. “He saw the flaws in traditional large-scale military raids, which he believed were too cumbersome and vulnerable to enemy retaliation. His revolutionary idea was to use small, highly trained teams to infiltrate behind enemy lines, strike multiple targets with precision, then escape before substantial opposition could be mounted.”


“That sounds a lot like the tactics of modern special operations forces,” I noted. “How in the world did he get the British military to support his idea?”


“It’s quite a tale,” the old man said, his eyes gleaming. “Undeterred by a parachuting accident that left him with a broken back, Stirling approached General Headquarters Middle East directly, bypassing the usual bureaucratic channels. He gained the support of General Sir Neil Ritchie, who authorized the creation of a new unit, ‘L Detachment, Special Air Service Brigade.’ Despite approval, senior officers were not wholly convinced that the brigade would have any lasting impact. But the detachment might marginally disrupt German operations for a short time and give the impression of a shadow force hunting Axis in Africa. That was their hope.”


“I’m not surprised he faced a lot of skepticism,” I said, laughing and signaling the bartender to bring us another round.


“Oh, absolutely,” he replied with a nod. “Like all founders with radical ideas, he confronted extreme skepticism. But his persistence paid off. The SAS’s early missions were plagued with difficulties and even significant casualties, but Stirling rapidly adapted his strategies. The new tactics were extraordinarily successful, allowing the force to significantly disrupt German logistics and communications in North Africa.”


“It sounds like he was not only a military leader but also an entrepreneur in many ways,” I observed.


“Exactly,” the older gentleman said. “He was a disruptor in every sense of the word. His leadership style was unconventional but highly effective, characterized by personal bravery and rigorous training. Under his command, the SAS executed daring raids and destroyed hundreds of enemy aircraft, which contributed to the eventual Allied success in North Africa. His story is a testament to what one determined individual can achieve.”


“What do you think drove Stirling?” I asked, legitimately curious. “Was it ego, a sense of challenge and purpose, service to his country, or something else?”


“We were told Stirling was driven by a deep sense of adventure and a desire to make a mark on the world,” he reflected. “Some accounts suggest he sought to live up to his father’s distinguished military career, but I believe his motivation stemmed from his experiences and visionary ideas about transforming the battlefield. He wasn’t just building a legacy; he was transforming military strategy. His story is a reminder that resilience and success often result from facing and overcoming immense challenges.”


“That’s inspiring,” I said, feeling a renewed sense of purpose and the courage to tackle the obstacles that lay ahead on the road to the SEAL program. “I guess, like Stirling, I’m looking for a way to test myself, to see what I’m truly capable of. Someone once told me that you can’t get to third base with one foot still planted on second. Finding meaningful ways to push beyond our comfort zone a little each day can unlock magical opportunities that lead to lasting growth and change.”


“And you will certainly discover what you are capable of soon.” He chuckled, a slightly sinister smile spreading across his wrinkled face. “A strong, disciplined mind—which anyone can cultivate through daily practice—can drive us to achieve remarkable things. If you want to conquer this goal and live life to the fullest, care for your thoughts and actions as if they were your most prized possessions,” the aging warrior said, raising his glass in a toast.


“Remember,” he continued after our pint glasses clinked, “Stirling’s motto was, ‘Who dares wins.’ Embrace the challenges ahead, and you’ll find your own path to greatness. Readiness in life and on the battlefield is key. Just because the world is not engaged in any major conflicts at this very moment, history says opportunity lurks around every corner for a warrior’s valor to be tested. Good luck on your journey, son. Accept every adversity as the gift that it is. On the battlefield of life, we are either winning or learning. It’s that simple,” he said, and his eyes welled with tears. The hand gripping his pint glass trembled slightly.


We touched glasses again, and each took a sip of beer while maintaining eye contact. He placed his empty glass on the bar, rose slowly, gathered his coat from a hook beneath the bar top, and patted me twice on the shoulder. And without another word he departed.


Back at the house later, energized and inspired, I told Matt about this unexpected encounter. Determined to continue the conversation, I returned to the saloon several times a week over the coming months, hoping to talk to the older gentleman once again and satisfy my now raging curiosity. I could glean so much wisdom from this man. What he had experienced. What he had seen and done. What memory had triggered his emotions in our final moment together. I never saw him again, but I never forgot what he said either.
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I reflect on this brief but life-altering exchange often. Clearly, I still think about it to this day. When we hear the stories of legendary military leaders, philosophers, extreme athletes, Nobel Prize winners, and successful entrepreneurs, they tend to spark in us enthusiasm, inquisitiveness, and motivation. Similarly, accounts of POWs and cancer survivors facing insurmountable challenges evoke our admiration and make us question our own degree of resilience.


But among all the stories of these extraordinary people, where do we mere mortals fit in? Is it conceivable that we, too, could attain such levels of greatness? Where would we begin? What will our contribution to the world be? If we were to take a chance and go all in, what obstacles might we face? What pain or setbacks would we experience? And what about misguided goals—if a goal is, or becomes, misguided, how and when do we know?


Let’s clear something up first. Not everyone aspires to be a champion who is celebrated for their God-given talent, recognized for their diligent effort, or known as the “greatest of all time” in their chosen field. Neither do most people seek fame, title, or fortune. For many, the pursuit of immense wealth, public recognition, or the most expensive possessions holds little appeal. Instead, many of us gravitate toward more modest or private goals: simplicity, a good career, providing for our family, a minimalist lifestyle, inner peace, harmony, redemption or salvation, and everything in between. To be a great spouse or parent. A hard worker. A contributing member of society. Our ambitions may revolve around making a small yet meaningful and positive impact on others. And, of course, for many, going all in is about survival.


While one individual might dream of founding a tech start-up destined for a multibillion-dollar valuation, another might cherish a simpler existence, residing in a mud hut in Turtuk, India, sipping chai and tending a small flock of sheep. As we know, which paths we take in life can be quite unpredictable. The ambitious entrepreneur might face setbacks, make some bad decisions, and find themselves reading philosophy and playing golf within the confines of a minimum-security federal prison. The contemplative shepherd might experience a profound revelation, sell her flock, use the proceeds to buy a place in Silicon Valley, and unexpectedly rise as a tech mogul. Who knows? Life’s outcomes are as varied as its beginnings. But initially, whatever path you take, your journey requires reflection, decision-making, and action.
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Why would I leave a respectable job to voluntarily engage in mental, emotional, and physical torture in the Navy with only the reward of war and combat waiting patiently on the other side? Regardless of the path we choose—whether it involves academic pursuits, career decisions, marriage proposals, or base jumping from a hot-air balloon—determining the direction to go can pose a multifaceted and intimidating challenge. The struggle often stems from various psychological, social, and practical issues we face. The impetus to pursue specific goals is rooted in a complex interplay of intrinsic motivations, external influences, and personal aspirations. Whether we’re driven by a desire for personal growth or we want to fulfill societal expectations, defeat our demons, or make a meaningful impact, our goals ideally should reflect our deepest values and aspirations.


And when we do decide to go all in, it is not uncommon for negativity bias to quickly follow. Negativity bias could also be described as fear; it’s the second-guessing of our decisions as soon as we step on the battlefield of discomfort. This brain shortcut evolved as a survival mechanism and helped our ancestors quickly recognize and react to potential threats such as ravenous saber-tooth cats or bands of club-wielding marauders. As a result of negativity bias, we are more likely to remember negative, rather than positive, interactions, dwell on criticism, and respond more strongly to adverse events than to positive ones. Simply put, we spend more time focused on potential negative outcomes rather than executing on tasks we can control to bring about positive outcomes.


We allow negative thoughts to distract us from our why, or the reason we chose a particular path in the first place. With this in mind, how can we avoid the pitfalls of negativity bias? Should we first spend weeks or months in isolation defining our values and discovering our greater purpose? If so, how? Would that intensive process allow us to clearly see the correct path? Or is it through taking action that we uncover the pervasive truths about our passions—the greater meaning of life? I argue that considering our purpose and identifying our values play a significant role in understanding our why. But most people are unwilling to take even ten minutes a month to consider their actual goals, what they want from this short life and what purpose their existence truly holds. In my book Embrace the Suck, I provide the Personal Values Manifesto framework to help you define your values. The framework guides you through the process of identifying and distilling your core values into five or six meaningful words or phrases that are both actionable and measurable—a personal performance management system of sorts. Ideally, well-defined values become guiding principles that steer every decision you make and every action you take. But for how long should we sit and ponder? Is a camping trip in the desert with an ayahuasca ceremony really necessary?


Maybe. But we must not allow ourselves to be encumbered by the attitude that we will begin only when certain things are in order. “Once I have done X, then I will begin Y.” “Once I ‘find myself,’ then and only then can I make strides toward my goals.” “When everything slows down at work, then I can work on my relationships.” “When I get that promotion, then I can refocus on being a better parent.” No. Ideal conditions do not exist. Ever. Every moment we spend in this void robs us of the valuable time we could be spending changing the world. Yes, changing the world. Do not let planning and pondering turn into standard-issue procrastination.


Take action to begin the journey of discovery—it need not be bold action. It’s often the smallest changes, the tiniest steps we take—supported by discipline, dedication, and follow-through—that drive us to achieve the most remarkable results.


As we pursue our goals, regardless of their magnitude, we navigate a journey of self-discovery, confront challenges, embrace successes, and experience moments of clarity. Through this process, we gain insights into what truly interests us, resonates with our values—or defines them—and inspires a sense of purpose deep within us. Each small step forward unveils new layers of understanding, whether we are trying to get in better shape, improve our marriage, earn a promotion, launch a business, purge the world of evil, deepen our faith, or kick the crap out of an incurable disease. Forward motion is key. But forward motion can be daunting, so let’s take a look at that pesky nuisance we call fear.


THE BEAUTIFUL THING ABOUT FEAR


Courage is not the absence of fear, but the triumph over it.


—NELSON MANDELA


Constant training shapes the warrior, but combat is the true teacher. I became a gunfighter in a house in Iraq.


Bullets tore through the air and slammed into the wall behind us. With adrenaline surging, my teammates and I unleashed our own barrage of fire, the deafening bangs echoing in the tight quarters of the stairwell. But then, a dreaded click—my rifle jammed, rendering it useless.


In a heartbeat, training and instinct took over. Without pause, my right hand darted to the SIG Sauer P226 holstered at my hip, while my left hand swiftly lowered the malfunctioning rifle. With a seamless motion, I was back in the fray, sending rounds from my pistol to the intended targets.


“In the face of fear, remember your training, trust your instincts, and march forward with courage” is a popular military proverb. It encapsulates the essence of military training and the importance of remaining composed and resolute in the face of adversity. In combat, as in life, we do not rise to the occasion, we fall to the level of our preparedness. This is why Naval Special Warfare—the Navy Sea, Air, and Land (SEAL) and Special Warfare Combatant-craft Crewman (SWCC) organization—invests countless hours and resources in training, or, in corporate vernacular, in talent development. The public might assume SEALs spend all our time downrange hunting terrorists and the purveyors of evil deeds, when in actuality, we spend the majority of our time mastering our trade. Fine-tuning every detail of our craft. Maintaining peak performance of mind and body. As the Spartans believed, the more we sweat in training, the less we bleed in battle.


This is important to note as you begin to understand the purpose behind relentless routines. Building better habits through daily rituals ensures better outcomes. Yes, fear and discomfort are guaranteed. But they are blessings to be embraced and transformed into our very own superpowers.
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Characters in Frank Herbert’s Dune used the “Litany Against Fear” as a mantra to maintain mental equanimity in the face of fear: “I must not fear. Fear is the mind-killer. Fear is the little death that brings total obliteration. I will face my fear. I will permit it to pass over me and through me. And when it has gone past, I will turn the inner eye to see its path. Where the fear has gone there will be nothing. Only I will remain.”


Many world-renowned psychologists have explored the depths of the human psyche as it relates to fear, such luminaries as Sigmund Freud, John B. Watson, and Joseph LeDoux. I am inspired by Susan Jeffers, who is best known for her groundbreaking work in the field of psychology, particularly in how she helps individuals overcome fear and self-doubt so they can live more fulfilling lives. Her most profound work centers around the concept of fear and its impact on human behavior. In her best-selling book Feel the Fear… and Do It Anyway, Dr. Jeffers explores the idea that fear is a natural part of the human experience and that it can be transformed into a catalyst of personal growth and empowerment.


Through her research and teachings, Dr. Jeffers emphasizes the importance of embracing fear as a natural and inevitable aspect of life’s journey. She advocates for a shift in mindset and perspective—a concept we will cover in great detail in Part 2—from one of avoidance and hesitation to one of courage, action, and resilience. By reframing fear as an opportunity for growth and self-discovery, Dr. Jeffers says, we are empowered to step outside our comfort zone, confront our fears head-on, and live with greater confidence, authenticity, and purpose. Dr. Jeffers died from a rare form of cancer in 2012, but her work continues to inspire millions of people worldwide to overcome their limiting beliefs and live life to the fullest.


Sometimes it’s not as simple as we think to identify the root causes of fear. We may not be clear on why we hesitated or failed to take action at the right moment, why we didn’t approach the beautiful girl in the room or failed to introduce ourselves to the keynote speaker at the conference. The list goes on. We avoid asking for help because it must mean we’re weak, and we shy away from having difficult conversations and taking leaps of faith because we’re afraid. We pause or an unforeseen obstacle crops up, and we cease moving forward. In that crucial split second, we hesitate on the battlefield—one weapon malfunctions, yet we don’t reach for another. One resource dries up, yet we do not seek new opportunities. Why?


Fear is often fueled by a low tolerance for risk, by ambiguity, by uncertainty. An ancient philosopher once said, “Fear causes hesitation, and hesitation will cause your worst fears to come true.” Wait, no, I think it was Bodhi, Patrick Swayze’s character in the original version of Point Break, who said that. But my point is, we “what if” ourselves to death: What if I put myself out there and get rejected? What if I make a dramatic career shift and it ends in epic failure? What if I finally tell my boss that I will no longer tolerate his verbal abuse and get fired? What if I fling myself from that hot-air balloon and only then realize I forgot my parachute? What then?


Three Pillars of Fear


We must endure one of two inevitable pains in this life: the pain of action and discipline, or the pain of fear and regret. It’s our choice. Here are a few reasons why we might find it difficult to choose a path, take action, or take even the first step toward any goal, for that matter. I refer to them as the Three Pillars of Fear. Although each of these reasons can be situational, consider which one you trend toward most frequently.


FEAR OF CHOICE: OVERWHELMING POSSIBILITIES AND INFORMATION OVERLOAD


The paradox of choice presents a seemingly limitless array of options—careers, lifestyles, and obligations—that leads to decision fatigue and disengagement. Too many choices can cripple us with cognitive dissonance, the mental discomfort of holding conflicting beliefs at the same time. The result is often analysis paralysis, where the abundance of information fuels endless deliberation with no action.


Social comparison, when we compare ourselves to others, amplifies indecision. Platforms like social media expose us to curated lives that tend to make us feel self-doubt. Stanford psychologist Carol Dweck highlights how certain individuals view others’ success as barriers to their own success rather than as inspiration, so social comparison can further hinder action.


Overcoming Fear of Choice


Narrow your focus by leaning into your values. Create an environment that reduces decision fatigue and take decisive action. The sting of regret is far more enduring than the discomfort of moving forward in the face of fear. Run your own race, and measure your progress against your past self’s progress, not others’. Growth lies in embracing your mistakes, learning from them, and pressing on.


FEAR OF COMMITMENT: COMMITMENT PHOBIA AND THE WHAT-IF SYNDROME


The fear of regret—making the wrong choices or missing out—can paralyze decision-making. Yet, the deeper regret often lies in never trying. At age sixty, would you rather say, “I tried and learned,” or “I wish I had”?


Perfectionism compounds this fear because it stokes anxiety about finding the “perfect” choice. Inaction is the result despite the well-known truth: Perfection is unattainable. As we’d say in the SEAL Teams, “Good enough is good to go.” Excellence is born from action, not endless deliberation.


Overcoming Fear of Commitment


The perceived consequences of failure—social, financial, or personal—can loom large. Yet failure is not final unless we stop moving forward. True growth comes from seeing setbacks not as defeats but as valuable lessons. Winning or learning—these are the only two options. So make your move.


FEAR OF UNMET EXPECTATIONS: SOCIETAL NORMS AND CULTURAL STANDARDS


External pressures put on us by family, cultural expectations, or societal norms often conflict with our passions. This dissonance between what we should do and what we want to do can stifle ambition. Imagine if Denzel Washington or J. K. Rowling had conformed to their skeptics’ expectations. The world would have missed their brilliance.


Society’s metrics of success—wealth, status, prestige—rarely align with individual definitions of fulfillment. Surrounding yourself with people who inspire you and share your values can counteract this pressure. Positive peer influence fosters alignment with your goals and aspirations.


Overcoming Fear of Unmet Expectations


Mentors and role models play a critical role in helping us navigate expectations. The right guidance opens pathways, prevents missteps, and inspires action. True mentors are those who invest selflessly in your success, expecting nothing in return. Introspection, deliberate action, and embracing risk are key to overcoming societal pressures. Surround yourself with uplifting influences and seek mentors who align with your values. Understanding that doubt and struggle contribute to growth will transform your hesitation into purposeful progress, helping you forge a path aligned with your truest self.


Even Alexander the Great had a mentor. You may have heard of him, some philosopher by the name of Aristotle. Aristotle tutored Alexander from the time Alexander was thirteen to sixteen and taught him a wide range of subjects, including philosophy, science, medicine, and literature. This education played a significant role in shaping Alexander’s approach to leadership and conquest.


During Alexander the Great’s conquests in what is now Afghanistan, he faced numerous challenges, including daunting mountain passes and fierce resistance from local tribes. In seemingly endless and extremely bold displays of leadership, Alexander often led his army from the front—riding days ahead of the siege train through the high mountain passes, ascending steep cliffs, climbing to dizzying heights despite precarious footing. He wore no fancy armor or even warm clothing. To lead, you have to bleed. Figuratively and, in some cases, literally.


Legend has it that, as Alexander’s army approached the formidable cliffs of the Hindu Kush, his soldiers grew increasingly fearful of the treacherous terrain and the fierce warriors who awaited them. Despite trembling with fear, witnessing their courageous leader boldly forging ahead, his soldiers found the will to press on. Inspired by Alexander’s unwavering determination and resolve, they overcame their fear and conquered the nearly insurmountable obstacles before them.


We win more when suffering is a team sport. It is no different in SEAL training or on the battlefield. Which is why the final line of the Navy SEAL Ethos states:




Brave SEALs have fought and died building the proud tradition and feared reputation that I am bound to uphold. In the worst of conditions, the legacy of my teammates steadies my resolve and silently guides my every deed. I will not fail.
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Stoicism is a school of philosophy with roots in ancient Greece. One prominent aspect of Stoic philosophy is distinguishing between what is within our control (our thoughts, attitudes, and actions) and what is not (external events, outcomes, and the actions of others). We must understand and accept that some things are beyond our control.


A key Stoic teaching related to fear is the concept of apatheia, which is often translated as “freedom from passion” or “imperturbability.” Stoics believed that through rational self-discipline and philosophical reflection, we could achieve a state of inner calm and tranquility, even in fear-inducing situations. This involves cultivating a mindset of acceptance, resilience, and courage, as well as practicing techniques such as negative visualization (imagining worst-case scenarios to prepare yourself mentally—although I recommend using this one sparingly) and focusing on the present moment rather than worrying about the future. This exact mindset is one of the fundamental drivers of success for students navigating the early weeks and months of SEAL training—especially Hell Week.


Throughout the years, I’ve remained committed to giving back to the community that gave so much to me. As part of this commitment, I’ve mentored numerous SEAL hopefuls through the savage training and selection process, which is widely regarded as one of the most challenging military programs worldwide. On one occasion, I reached out to my friend and former BUD/S classmate David Goggins, a retired SEAL turned globally acclaimed extreme athlete. I sought his words of encouragement for a mentee who had tragically lost his mother to a brain aneurysm that suddenly burst just a week before he began his training. My mentee’s class was a few weeks into the first phase of training and two days away from Hell Week, the brutal trial designed to filter out those who are not all in. True to form, Goggins responded with a message that encapsulates the mindset that employs negative visualization and being fully present in each moment. He said:




Please tell him that my words will make no difference when he is more cold and miserable than he could ever imagine. Men don’t get many chances to show their grit! You need to pray for bad weather!


Pray for the coldest water! Pray for a broken body! You should want the worst-case scenario in all aspects of Hell Week! Pray for it to be so hard that only your boat crew makes it all the way through! They make it through because you lead them through the worst Hell Week ever!


You have to become the devil to get through Hell! This is all about your mindset! If you are hoping for the best-case scenario in Hell Week, you are not ready! Know that no one can endure what you can. Not because you believe in yourself. But because you have trained harder than anyone alive!


You might think this is a motivational speech! Well it’s not! This is my mentality before I tackle any challenge! Hell Week is not for the weak! It’s for that person looking for the beginning of his soul! You want to see where most people end, and you begin! Be that guy; when everyone is in pain and miserable with their heads hanging low, you’re the one smiling! Not a friendly smile, but one that says, “You think this pain can hurt me?!”


This is your time to start creating the man you want to be! You can’t make that man in a soft environment! You must be willing to suffer more than any other man! Not because you have to, but because you want to!


I leave you with this: Many people are looking for hard shit to prove themselves, but once the hard shit comes, the reality is too much to bear. Be watching for “the look”! You will know it once you see it! It looks like their soul is leaving their body.


It happens during deep suffering, when a person can no longer handle the mental pain and suffering of what they thought they could do. The key word is “thought” they could do! After you see the look, quitting is very near.


My question to you is this: What are you going to do when you are cold and miserable? What are you going to do when your body is broke as hell and you have fifty hours left? What are you going to do when your boat crew starts to quit and you feel alone? What are you going to do when it won’t stop raining and you can’t get warm? I don’t know what you’re going to do. But you asked me for my advice, so here’s what I did: I prayed to God to make it worse! Mindset!


Go to war with yourself!





Ultimately, Stoic philosophy encourages individuals to confront their fears with rationality, courage, and acceptance and to recognize that fear often arises from our perceptions and judgments rather than from the external world itself. Stoics believed that by cultivating our inner strength and resilience, and reframing our perspective, we could overcome fear and achieve a state of inner peace in any circumstance.


THE PRINCIPLES OF GOAL SELECTION


There is nothing noble in being superior to your fellow man; true nobility is being superior to your former self.


—ERNEST HEMINGWAY


We must caution ourselves against unquenchable ambition. Going all in doesn’t mean pursuing every opportunity with reckless abandon but rather focusing on the most significant goals and actions. Our core resources—time, talent, and energy—are finite, particularly time. Talent can be developed; energy, replenished. But time… we get what we get. So, before plunging into the unknown, it’s crucial we scrutinize our motivations.


Consider Diana Nyad, renowned for long-distance swimming. She embodies a remarkable blend of ambition, talent, resilience, and just the right touch of bold eccentricity. Her decision to pursue the seemingly impossible goal of swimming from Cuba to Florida at the age of sixty-four was driven by a combination of personal passion, resilience, and a desire to challenge the limitations of age. Nyad made several attempts over a thirty-five-year period from 1978 to 2013, but even after failing to complete the swim in previous attempts, Nyad was determined to achieve her lifelong dream and prove that age should not be a barrier to pursuing ambitious goals. She completed the swim without a shark cage on September 2–3, 2013.


Despite facing numerous obstacles, including challenges in fundraising and resource allocation, jellyfish stings, strong currents, and extreme fatigue, Nyad remained undeterred in pursuit of her goal. Her determination and steadfast belief in her ability to succeed sustained her throughout the grueling journey.


Additionally, Nyad saw this swim as an opportunity to inspire others and demonstrate the power of perseverance and resilience in the face of adversity. By publicly documenting her journey and sharing her story with the world, she hoped to encourage people of all ages to pursue their dreams and push beyond their perceived limitations. Once again, a common theme emerges: The key to success involves unyielding goal pursuit and giving to others along the way.


But was there something more fueling this decades-long quest? Nyad has spoken openly about experiencing trauma in her early life, including childhood sexual abuse by her coach, which may have contributed to her resilience and determination to overcome other challenges later in life. While it’s difficult to determine the precise impact trauma may have had on Nyad’s pursuit of her goal, it’s likely that those hardships helped shape her character and served as a catalyst for her relentless drive to succeed.


Ultimately, Nyad’s decision to embark on this extraordinary challenge came from a deep-seated desire to prove to herself and others that age should never be a barrier to achieving greatness. Her remarkable feat serves as a testament to the indomitable human spirit and the power of perseverance in chasing one’s dreams.
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In the lively Delta Sky Lounge at JFK Airport, amid the hum of conversation, clinking glasses, and hurried travelers, I found a quiet corner with a team member, a behavioral psychology PhD, to reflect on the day’s meeting with Delta executives. We had time before our flight, so I delved into a question that had been on my mind: What drives people to pursue specific goals, and how can leaders tap into these motivations to elevate employees’ performance?


“Why do we go after some goals and not others?” I asked. “Really, what are the core drivers of those choices?” I was eager to connect his insights to both my personal growth path and the workforce performance and collaboration software we were developing.


“It’s actually pretty complex,” he began. “One foundational theory is Deci and Ryan’s self-determination theory, which highlights individuals’ three core needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. When these are met, motivation and well-being soar. For leaders, understanding this can dramatically improve engagement.”


He explained autonomy as the need for control over our actions, competence as the drive for mastery, and relatedness as the desire for connection. Together, these elements create intrinsic motivation. “Align goals with these needs, and you unlock commitment and satisfaction,” he said.


We explored how expectations and perceived value also influence goal pursuit, referencing Victor Vroom’s expectancy theory and Albert Bandura’s concept of self-efficacy, our belief in our ability to succeed. “Self-efficacy grows through mastery experiences, observing others’ successes, and encouragement,” he said, and then emphasized the role of self-efficacy in resilience.


I asked him about procrastination, and he pointed to temporal motivation theory, which explains why people often delay tasks: As deadlines approach, the perceived value of completing the task increases, which creates a sense of urgency. He elaborated, “People tend to prioritize immediate rewards over distant ones, which is why procrastination happens. To combat this, setting clear deadlines and offering incremental rewards can help people maintain focus and motivation.”


As we walked through the bustling airport to catch a flight back to San Diego, I pressed further: “What principles can guide goal setting and help leaders and individuals make better choices?”


He outlined six actionable principles:




	
ALIGNMENT WITH VALUES AND PASSIONS: Goals rooted in personal values create deep meaning and drive. When your goals align with who you are, motivation is intrinsic.


	
SPECIFICITY AND CLARITY: Clear, measurable goals provide direction and focus. If an objective or milestone can’t be actioned or measured, it is not a goal.


	
FEASIBILITY AND REALISM: Achievable milestones build momentum, but lofty goals—if wrapped in realistic plans—can stretch potential.


	
SUSTAINABILITY AND LONG-TERM IMPACT: Visualizing the lasting effects of your goals fosters resilience and ensures you choose goals that align with your broader life aspirations.


	
BALANCE AND DIVERSITY: When you pursue goals across various aspects of life—career, relationships, health—your motivation is maintained and burnout is prevented.


	
SOCIAL SUPPORT AND ACCOUNTABILITY: Sharing goals and seeking regular feedback significantly increase the likelihood of success.





“Ultimately, it’s about aligning actions with deeper motivations and crafting disciplined systems to sustain momentum,” he said as we reached the gate.


As I stepped onto the jetway, a renewed sense of clarity coursed through me. These principles weren’t just theoretical insights but also a call to action that would guide my journey while also providing innovative solutions for the software my company was developing. Goals, much like life itself, demand we have clear vision, discipline, and purpose. It is the harmonious blend of meaningful aspirations and deliberate action that transforms dreams into impactful achievements.
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Setting meaningful goals demands a balance of ambition, realism, and perseverance. Although the journey may be fraught with fear and uncertainty, it is in those initial, deliberate steps that growth and transformation begin. Fear, far from being a barrier, can serve as a compass, pointing us toward opportunities for personal and professional development. By embracing the risks inherent in reaching our aspirations, we build resilience and adaptability—qualities that propel us forward, even in adversity.


True success lies not merely in reaching the destination but also in the transformation we undergo along the way. Each courageous step, no matter how small, is a testament to our determination and capacity to grow. Purpose is the force that sustains us in this pursuit; purpose guides us through chaos and fuels our progress when the way forward feels unclear. Achieving the most meaningful milestones is about embracing discomfort, facing fear, and committing to something greater than ourselves.





GOING ALL IN



TO ACCESS YOUR ALL IN WORKSPACE, VISIT APP.EXLR8.AI/ALL-IN


WHAT DRIVES MY GOALS?


Reflection


In this chapter, we explored the psychology behind goal setting, emphasizing that our aspirations are rarely random. They often emerge from a blend of personal values, external influences, and a desire for growth. From Diana Nyad’s relentless pursuit of successfully swimming across from Cuba to a founder’s realization that they are the leader their organization needs, the question isn’t just what you want but why you want it.


Action


Reflect on your deepest motivations. Why are you pursuing your current goals? Write down three to five key drivers for each goal. Are the goals aligned with your values and purpose? If not, consider how you might realign your goals to reflect what truly matters to you.


HOW DO I RESPOND TO FEAR AND UNCERTAINTY?


Reflection


Fear is an inevitable companion on the journey to achieving meaningful goals. It’s not the absence of fear but how we respond to it that defines our success. Whether it’s the Navy SEAL Ethos of embracing adversity or our fear of criticism and failure, the most transformative outcomes arise when we lean into discomfort.


Action


Identify one fear or source of hesitation that’s holding you back from pursuing a goal. Write it down and dissect it: What’s the worst that could happen if you face it? How might overcoming this fear contribute to your growth? Develop a small action step to confront it head-on and reframe it as an opportunity.


ARE MY GOALS DESIGNED FOR SUSTAINABLE SUCCESS?


Reflection


Goals that align with your intrinsic motivations, embrace long-term impact, and consider balance are more likely to lead to self-fulfillment. As highlighted in this chapter, lofty ambitions like Diana Nyad’s ocean swim or Alexander the Great’s conquest of the Hindu Kush require vision and sustainability to ensure their pursuit doesn’t lead to burnout or misaligned priorities.


Action


Evaluate one of your major goals. Does it balance ambition with realism? Does it consider diverse aspects of your life—health, relationships, career, personal growth? Adjust your plan to include milestones that celebrate progress, foster balance, and account for the support system you need to stay on track.
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