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Prologue

I’m a millennial, and this is a book about millennials—the (Next) Lost Generation, Generation WTF, Generation Frustrated, Generation Screwed. Some people have been hating on us up-and-comers because we’re slicker. We’re more sensitive. We’ve got the information, the attitude, and the energy needed to evolve this planet. But the question is, how can we harness it?

Millennials have a mixed reputation. Older generations think we’re floundering—that we’re only living up to a small sliver of our potential, that we’re failing each other and future generations in the process. Is this accurate? Perhaps. But two truths can simultaneously exist.

From the millennial point of view, this is absurd. Because, from our perspective, we’ve inherited perhaps the most challenging social, political, and cultural milieu in human history, a myriad of problems that we have to somehow fix. It’s been a tough road to adulthood, and many millennials feel resentment toward the expectations that we should do or be something other than what we are. And yet, we must tell ourselves that we can be more. This book is designed to help.

Love or hate the word millennial, you’re stuck with it for a while. A millennial is someone born between 1980 and 2000. If this is you, this book is about you and for you; it’s also for the baby boomers who want to get us, the Gen X’ers who might feel forgotten, and the Gen Z’ers who want to know what they’ll have to face in the future.

We are a unique generation because we grew up during the technological revolution, in the sprawl of globalization, where a shrinking workforce, gobs of debt, high rents, and low wages are keeping us from graduating into the next phase of life as quickly as those who came before us did. We’ve witnessed 9/11 and the War on Terror, Occupy Wall Street, the emergence of climate change, mass shootings in public schools and public places, sociopathic corporate personhood, national surveillance, too-big-to-fail bank bailouts, and a gridlocked Congress. People act like this is business as usual, but these are the days that are trying the souls of a generation. We may be beaten down, but we’re not broken. We may be scared, angry, and disappointed, but we are hopeful. We may have a reputation for leaving almost everything we start, but, in the larger picture, I believe we’re not giving up.

We’ve got some rather large problems to face. By 2036, it’s predicted that global warming will reach crisis levels. Scientists say the earth reached its sustainable capacity to support human life decades ago. Millennials are being handed down a system that’s self-destructing: socially, economically, politically, psychologically, environmentally. Plus, what lies at the heart of these crises is a spiritual issue.

We haven’t figured out how to become consciously aware of our impact on ourselves, each other, and the natural world. We have to devise a social system where life and all its elements are treated as sacred. To solve the problems we’re inheriting, we must first figure out how to create a society where all life forms can thrive.

For all to be one, one must live for all. A culture of love that includes everyone. And it’s up to millennials—the ones who value living consciously and pursuing purpose, who prize innovation, and who condemn inequality and consumerism. Our values have the power to restore this society to balance; we have to claim ourselves as stakeholders in it.

As this world continues to hurt, the calloused choir of elders yawns and disapproves. They say, People have clubbed each other over the head since the dawn of civilization. The stock market and unemployment rates always go up and down. You can’t stop war. But this is an urgent time, and we can’t keep listening to them.

A lot of people think the millennial struggle is not that unique. But hey, that’s no fun to believe—and it’s also not useful if we want to do something about all this. So, let’s live our lives in a delusion of grandeur instead. Let’s believe that every life matters. Let’s live as if we can make a difference.

This book is a rallying cry. Because it just might be the millennial’s destiny to become the generation that creates the critical mass to pioneer a new epoch in society, one defined by the conscious awareness of our human impact. It would be foolish for us to continue living in the conventional ways people have and expect a different result. Crisis is calling each of us to assume our role in the transformation of our communities and human civilization.

“Cynicism is our biggest problem—this very tragic idea that the world can’t become a better place. I know people who say all of it is corrupt. I don’t want to be a part of it. It takes a very strong person to go after changing it.”

—Charlotte Clymer, twenty-seven, social media influencer, writer, and activist


Chapter 1

What Are You Going to Do with Your Life?!

“Make your life into brand.”

This was the advice of my graduation speaker at the mediocre liberal arts party school I attended. At the time, I wanted to vomit. Not because I had just popped and guzzled a bottle of champagne in the campus courtyard at 10 a.m., but because I was ready to go out and conquer the system, to offer it all my unique millennial gifts, and this woman was telling me to turn my life into a logo.

I had no idea that, in a few months, I’d be sobbing on a milk crate in the back room of a shitty food and beverage job, pleading to the cosmos to reveal to me the point of my existence.

I graduated in 2009. The economy had just crashed a year prior. Stock brokers were jumping out of the windows of Manhattan skyscrapers. Our own Great Depression was on. Mortgage-backed securities and collateralized debt obligations were not yet part of my vocabulary. All I knew was that something called the real estate bubble had burst. And so had my expectations. In typical, entitled millennial fashion, I had assumed the world was going to roll out a red carpet for me. And then I slowly began to realize that, in fact, the world disapproved of me, as a millennial.

I had no qualifications to do anything and just about zero life skills. I spent that summer pitching stories, working for free—thinking people were doing me a favor for giving me such wonderful opportunities—and binge drinking almost every night. And then I got my first job as a barista—the occupation de jour of millennial, misanthropic English majors. I worked three other side hustles, made roughly seven thousand dollars that year, and was lucky enough to be able to cash checks every month from my parents to pay the rent. I broke down twice from nervous exhaustion and contemplated becoming either a nun or a train hopper to avoid the responsibilities of a real world filled with mean people.

I wasn’t alone in this impasse of identity. Millennials suffer from high rates of apocalyptic anxiety and existential doom. This was only amplified during the Great Recession. According to a study by the American Psychological Association, we have the highest perceived amount of stress of any living generation. Our stress is existential, interpersonal, and also financial. Millennials feel so depressed about the future that it’s challenging for us to function day to day. We struggle with the idea that our entire value and worth are dependent on how well we perform in a toxic society. We’re constantly comparing our lives to others. We’ve been taught to pretend that we’re happy even when we’re not. And we don’t know what to do about the fact that we’re unhappy.

It’s a lot of work to build self-esteem, especially when you can’t stop thinking about how your hands are stained with blood and how every footstep contributes to the problems that will cause the human race to destroy ourselves. Pretty much everything we buy contributes to the enslavement of someone on the other side of the planet. Every year, our tax dollars subsidize dirty fossil fuels and wars in the Middle East. We may love going to the beach, but those sea levels are starting to rise as ice caps melt. The worst part of it all is that while we’re getting screwed over by a rigged system, we still need to write our authority figures thank you notes so can we use them on our resume as references in an increasingly competitive job market.

THE UNGLAMOROUS, PAINSTAKING PATH OF THE DREAMER

“Not losing hope in humanity has been my greatest challenge. Not losing hope in the face of how man treats man, believing that we can all be good and genuinely want happiness for each other.”

—Peter Meli, twenty-six, screenwriter

Young people usually first attempt to solve our identity crises by hinging it entirely on what we do—and whether or not we’re successful. But the truth is that many people succeed by failing—and failing a lot. I’ve had to learn that the strength of my sense of self relies more on my ability to fail and keep persevering than it does on the outcome of my efforts. Sometimes, allowing yourself to be average and to develop at your own timing is the healthiest approach if you want to succeed at anything in the world.

I’ve seen it with my peers time and again: so much of our self-image hangs on how powerful and influential we can be or whether we’re able to fulfill our childhood dreams. And we’re stressing ourselves out.

Like most creatively inclined millennials, Peter grew up dreaming of making a life in the arts. He was born with significant hearing loss, and his mother and speech therapists spent hundreds of hours teaching him how to speak. Unfortunately, we live in a world of ableism, where Peter’s schoolmates would make fun of him for wearing a hearing aid and being different. He desperately searched for someone to believe in him so he could believe in himself, and soon he found his gift when an English teacher told him he had a writing ability. He also began to excel at sports.

Peter was accepted into Dickinson College on a football scholarship that he later walked away from to study film at New York University. He says he felt torn between the two worlds of athletics and the arts. When he graduated from Tisch, he threw himself into writing his first screenplay, “Magda’s Last Words.” It is based on the diary entries of an old, tattered journal of a Holocaust survivor that his father stumbled across. Peter was transported into this world of history, violence, and redemption of the human spirit. Writing this manuscript was a way to give his life purpose.

“I want to feel like my place in the world is worth something,” he says. “Humans aren’t organisms randomly wandering around. We have to have a sense of meaning, and it has come from within. We wouldn’t be the most intelligent creatures on the planet if we weren’t meant to communicate who we are with the world.”

Years after completing “Magda’s Last Words,” Peter is still shopping it. Inside the pages are depictions of the Second World War. The narrative asks the kind of questions that tragedies like war bring up in the collective consciousness: Why are we here—to fight or to love? How do we deal with the aftermath of tragedy and brutality? Why do humans do horrendous things to each other?

For now, Peter makes his money working as a production assistant on movie and TV show sets in Los Angeles. He spends his time getting directors coffee and sweeping floors. He doesn’t find this work meaningful, but he’s positioning himself in the right kind of environments in order to make the connections so his voice can be heard. He knows he’s capable of doing more than mopping floors. but he’s grown content with working his way up. He sees companies chewing up young people and spitting them out, and he knows that he could become disposable like the others, but he’s holding on to his purpose for dear life. Peter says he’s following his dreams so he can one day teach his children to follow their own. It’s what life’s all about, he believes.

Peter has found something that he’s passionate about. He knows that his parents made certain sacrifices so he could do what he’s doing today—pursuing what he loves. Maybe the baby boomers “sold out” so millennials wouldn’t have to—and perhaps it’s not even about selling out; it’s about “buying in.”

IT’S OKAY … TO BE POOR, HORNY, AND CONFUSED

Your twenties just may be the most emotionally unstable period in your development. You may never be as poor as you are now; you may also never be hotter or hornier. You may never have to deal with more rejection in your life or be as simultaneously self-righteous and confused as you cobble together crumbs of personal achievement to form a veneer of competency to present to others. It’s also a time when you can focus on doing the kind of inner work that will turn you into the kind of person who can change the world.

This decade of life, the one that falls between adolescence and adulthood, is what this book is largely about. Psychologists call this time period “emerging adulthood,” which spans the ages eighteen to twenty-nine (and sometimes later). It is defined by the joys and perils of personal freedom. We’re exploring identities and getting as many experiences as we can before we make big, committed choices about love and work. We’re discovering our interests, lifestyle preferences, and the many options that exist for us in this big, wide world.

Millennials are not afraid of change—whether it be our partners, career paths, or living situations. In fact, we often seek out change during this time when we have less obligations to others. We’re solo agents and can finally steer our own ships. We get to make our own decisions, and we also have to learn to meet our own needs. We get to envision what a worthy adult life might look like. And most of us believe that, one day, we will manifest it.

Jeffrey Jenson Arnett, PhD, a psychology professor at Clark University, was the first to propose that this demographic is unique from all other ages. He observed that young people are no longer quick to settle down. We aren’t teenagers anymore, but we aren’t acting like conventional adults either. We’re burning through jobs and locations and lovers, delaying duty and obligation, valuing our own liberties instead and learning experientially. We are spending more time in school and accumulating more debt. We’re loudly expressing ourselves through art, music, and other media. We are staying financially dependent on our parents for longer than ever. We are challenging the status quo. Arnett thinks that this prolonged adolescence is a natural evolutionary, adaptive response to social changes—increased demand for higher education, the advent of birth control, and economic competition.

This is a relatively new phenomenon. Young people didn’t act out like this until the 1950s, with the emergence of social liberalism. First, there were the Beatniks. Then, rock and roll. The hippie movement started in the sixties. Music and messages of anti-war, revolt, and love spread through TV and the radio. People were beginning to talk about the existence of a benevolent universal consciousness, outside of the construct of religion, an energetic reality of unity. Then there was disco in the seventies, hip hop in the eighties, and grunge in the nineties. Throughout these last five or six decades, it has been a rite of passage for young people to scream, “Screw constrictive and oppressive traditions! I shall not do what you tell me!” We’ve created our own subcultures that push people to their emotional edges. For decades now, the youth has created different collectives of artistic and spiritual resistance to the historical period of oppression we’re living in.

Arnett admits that his own emerging adulthood was filled with frowned-upon delays and fun-filled sidetracks such as hitchhiking, working as a musician, and traveling while earning his doctorate.

“I didn’t want to assume conventional adult roles,” Arnett says. “I knew the freedom I had was fleeting, and I was right. I think it’s wise for people to make use of it.”

His advice is to sow your wild oats before dropping anchor. Now Arnett has a family, a career, and a mortgage, but he got to it all in his own way, in his own divine timing. He can empathize with the subjects he studies.

Psychologists who study emerging adulthood say that this phase of life is characterized by instability, insecurity, a feeling of being in-between states, and extreme self-focus, all fueled by the ideation of multiple future possibilities. It’s also a time when more than half of us will suffer from anxiety and about a third us will be clinically depressed. According to a study by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five is when most people suffer from thoughts of suicide and will make a suicide attempt. Almost 9 percent of young people wish they were dead. The society we live in doesn’t prepare us well for life.

Then, a breakthrough happens. I’ve seen it. We find something—anything—and learn to take care of it. For Peter, it was a screenplay. For myself, it has been writing this book and, more important, learning how to take care of myself. To root down, so I can bear fruit; and to commit to life, because I have something of great value to contribute.

GROWING UP DURING THE GREAT FALL

Getting older sucks. It looks like Lipitor, mailboxes filled with bills, and schedules with no wiggle room. It looks like the loss of spontaneity, creativity, and fun. It looks like settling with what’s safe—a steady paycheck and finding someone to stay by your side until you die. Faced with this socially normative future, running off and joining the circus may seem like a more attractive idea than assuming traditional roles that’ll rob you of your soul. The problem is, you need an income to exist.

The Great Recession in many ways defined millennials; it has at least defined my own coming-of-age experience. It made us emerging adults on steroids—Peter Pan Syndrome–styled, eternal children. A couple of external and internal variables kept us from progressing on traditional life trajectories.

If you graduated up to six years after that crash in 2008, you likely saw a lot of shut doors. Some of us didn’t want to grow up and work right away, while others of us genuinely tried. Whether you chose to blow off your responsibilities and backpack in Guatemala or torture yourself by sending out resume after resume while hearing nothing back was up to you. Our parents were losing their jobs. The economy contracted. No one was hiring.

To complicate the problem, most millennials remain incredibly picky about the work we’re willing to do. Out of the over two hundred millennials I’ve ever interviewed, almost every one expressed a deep desire to do good in the world on a professional level. We want to use our degrees to find paid work with companies that reflect our values. But let’s get real—we can’t all work for nonprofits, service organizations, or social enterprises.

For this reason, there exists a popular belief that millennials are entitled, narcissistic, and delusional. Look at most children: they’re entitled, narcissistic, and delusional from the day they are born. But they are also the most pure. Perhaps we need to look at these attributes from another perspective. It would benefit others to try to understand what lies behind the so-called millennial condition that is often maligned. Our intentions are ultimately benevolent; it’s our strategy that’s often off. We’re morbidly naïve, and perhaps we lack discipline. We’ve got potential, but potential is all we’ll ever be if the systems of the world do not offer opportunities for the dreamers who wish to evolve it. This is why we’re also called the lost generation. Our pure-hearted ambitions are lacking an outlet.

I, too, was just one member of a diaspora of young, bright-eyed, perpetually unemployed millennials, ready to change the world. But because we had few actual paid opportunities to do so, many of us ended up using our imaginations to make up jobs for ourselves to keep from rotting and spiraling into a state of depression. Social media platforms like Facebook allowed us to advertise the dream: you could promote yourself as a professional unicorn tamer, a cuddle coach, or even a hot sauce enthusiast. Millennials cooked up a bunch of pie-in-the-sky job titles for ourselves and ran around taking selfies—and tried to call that “making a living.” We’ve created the culture of “funemployment”—taking happy advantage of the free time unemployment provided.

Just look at the stats. In 2010, 37 percent of eighteen to twenty-nine-years-olds were unemployed, the highest share in three decades, according to a PEW study. The Associated Press found that even in 2012, when the recession had ended, 53 percent of recent college graduates were unemployed or underemployed, the latter working a job that didn’t require the degree they had. Thirty-four percent of millennial PhDs and 30 percent of MDs were underemployed in 2014, according to a study by PayScale—hundreds of thousands more than any previous generation. We have spent two decades at school, and ultimately we can’t even use this investment to obtain gainful employment.

So, are we victims of a flawed mindset or of circumstance? The answer is a combination of both, but it becomes a problem when we choose to focus on either. Neither of these justifications for our current situation is empowering, and neither will help us get the job that needs to be done, done.

First, it’s going to take more than just millennials, because the second largest generation in history, the baby boomers, wields all the power in our current society. Gatekeepers to our future success, they hoard the dollar bills. Historically, the boomers were compliant, doing whatever they were told was the right thing to do by culture. Those who retired from the peace-and-love revolution in the sixties got to a place of financial saliency by pulling themselves up by their bootstraps and making enough money to have families. As a result, many millennials grew up in middle class homes, and the boomers hoped their children would follow in their footsteps.

However, because of the bleak state of the economy upon our graduation (and our personality eccentricities that don’t make us the best cog-in-a-machine-type employees), millennials are speculated to earn less than our parents. In 2015, we were earning less money than those who lived in the 1980s according to the US Census Bureau, even though we have more education.

It’s important to note that our Great Recession looked nothing like our grandparents’ Great Depression. Despite the recent extreme economic contraction, millennials are still privileged in comparison. We can buy brunch on credit and travel the world with cheap airfare. The refrigerator magnets at Whole Foods tell us to quit our day jobs, fall in love, and leave our nests. But that doesn’t mean the problems we face today don’t exist.

There you have it: concrete economic reasons that show why this generation’s development is arrested. We’re the largest generation in history, which means we have more competition. College costs six figures. The prices of daily living expenses continue to rise. The middle class is also shrinking. While our gross domestic product increases, our wages stagnate. Less and less US dollars are distributed among the majority of Americans. And the middle class is shrinking. In 1950, 61 percent of Americans were considered middle class. In 2015, the middle class contained only 50 percent of the population. It’s no surprise that many of us come to the same conclusion.

Fuck it, let’s find our own path instead of fighting to fit in a world that doesn’t offer a safe space or path for us.

Most millennials will probably never become millionaires (major bummer). This may seem like a first world problem, but financial analysts now find that it costs the average American a million dollars to retire. It’s absurd. After all the books we’ve buried our heads in and the debt we’ve accumulated, we’re still not in a position to conventionally succeed in the same way as previous generations.

Millennials are the most highly educated generation in history. We’re smart enough to see that not only is the system rigged against the average person, it’s also completely unsustainable. In the midst of this madness, millennials have had to seriously consider the true indicators of self-worth—and if it’s not the money, status, and power our culture promotes, what is it?

SELF-ACTUALIZATION OR BUST

Humans have both physical and emotional needs. It may seem a bit ridiculous that while three-quarters of the people in the world still don’t have their physical needs met, millennials in the first world seem mainly concerned with our emotional ones. Shouldn’t we just be happy that those of us living in developed economies have access to many luxuries, even if we are shouldering debt and if said economies are destroying the natural world? The answer is no. All of our needs are important, and when they’re not met, humans can become murderously desperate.

Without food, shelter, and water, people will die or kill others for resources. But we’ll also kill ourselves and others over less material reasons—the need to be emotionally safe, to be treated as an equal, and to have a sense of direction and belonging. We have a need to contribute, to be challenged, and to be seen and understood. Many of us question the purpose of our individual lives—am I making the world worse, or better? According to the American College Health Association (ACHA), the suicide rate among young adults aged fifteen to twenty-four has tripled since the 1950s. We have the highest levels of depression, stress, and anxiety compared to any other generation at the same age.

But we’re not just stressed about our survival. We’re stressed about how to thrive. How do I free myself from this existential angst? By devoting myself to volunteerism and charity? By sitting on an amethyst biomat for an hour every evening? By reading literature by marginalized members of society and signing online petitions? By drinking blue-green algae for breakfast? By meeting Elon Musk at Burning Man and funding my start-up? How does one thrive in this land?

It took me a while to surrender to the fact that even though I did not create this culture, I still contribute to its problems—until I start experimenting with solutions. I used to flush Monsanto tampons down the toilet until I bought a DivaCup; however, I still fill my car with gasoline and buy individually wrapped veggie burgers at Trader Joe’s. I know that my need to consume is contributing to the giant tumor on the face of the Earth that is humanity. It is simply a fact that, in order for me to live, millions of other organisms have to die. My karma on this planet is checkered—like everyone else’s—but it’s getting lighter every day as I learn to change my ways to more consciously harness my human impact. I can still live a life of service.

I am one of the eight billion people on the planet playing out a history that keeps repeating, until we learn how to break the cycle. Even though we live with an abundance of consumer options, so many millennials are still miserable. Netflix and Pokemon Go can’t solve our existential malaise. As far as my experience has shown, drifting is not a path; it can only last for so long until the inner demons take over.

The good news is that there is a way out of the fears that paralyze us. By honing our talents, staying informed, practicing tolerance for our own discomforts, picking a purpose, and pursuing goals despite the obstacles, we can break free and become who we’ve always wanted to be. The journey starts with a single step forward. And if you stay at it, you will make it in your own perfect time and pace.

In the face of an impending apocalypse, purpose is what millennials are searching for. We believe it is our birthright to thrive, come what may. We are questioning: Can we reverse the direction of all this? And even if no one knows the answer, many of us are still inspired to try. At the very least, we believe this pursuit will increase our quality of life.

Gandhi said, “First they ignore you, then they laugh at you, then they fight you, and then you win.” The collapse of Western civilization will take a lot longer to happen than we imagine. The future is still unwritten. So, we’ve got to start integrating ourselves into the program so we can evolve it.

Can millennials correct the course of humanity? If our actions reach a critical mass at a conversion point, we might have a chance. If our arteries don’t harden as we age and if we keep our values and imaginations intact, perhaps we can usher in a new epoch that reflects our true potential as galactic beings on a mission to create a heaven on earth—an enlightened society where every living thing’s needs are met in harmony. But first, we need to expose the cause and effect of our individual and collective actions.

Nothing that is going on in our world right now is the fault of one generation, and these problems can’t be solved by one generation alone. Millennials and everyone else have to accept certain realities if we want to shift them. Whatever new system we’re hoping to birth is going to have to evolve out of this one. And it’s going to start with facing a massive amount of shit. Awareness can do a lot.

SO WAIT, THERE’S HOPE?

“Where is everyone going to go when something bad goes down? I don’t know how far along that will be, but I know that people are getting pushed closer and closer together. It seems like no one can almost stand each other.”

—Midnight Sauzo, twenty-five, chef

The world is only getting more complex, volatile, fast-paced, densely populated, and chaotic. Our species is in crisis, “a turning point”—a dangerous moment of truth where events can unfold one way or another. We’ve got to open our hearts to all of it in order to transform it.

This is why I filled this book with stories. Without witnesses, what ails us will not go away. To write this book, I went out of my way to talk to people who were different than me: they had different backgrounds, ideologies, ethnicities, goals, and lifestyles. I’ve realized that despite our astonishing variance, humanity has much in common. We all came from a sperm and an egg. We call the same planet home. And we all struggle to feel safe in our own skin. I’ve recorded the voices from the widest cross-section of millennials I could find—from the ones working on Wall Street to those sleeping on it.

I knew there had to be another way to come of age that self-help books written by baby boomers fail to mention. The only advice they seem to proselytize is to not waste any time, to get your ass in graduate school, and, whatever you do, to not breed with someone from a bad gene pool. None of them talked about changing the world; instead, they were all about following “the plan”—whatever had worked in the past—to make it into the middle class.

After all my researching, I now declare that “growing up” and “changing our world” are similar, if not identical, processes—and neither can be done by subscribing to a dated, socially competitive formula to fly your flag on top of the social pyramid. They can only occur through what philosophers and political scientists call praxis.

Praxis is a combination of action and reflection. You self-realize, develop life skills, formulate theories, and apply them to life to solve problems by doing. Then you observe the feedback and find out what works and what doesn’t. Right now, the earth is giving us enough feedback that the way we are going about our lives is not working. Let’s listen and adapt.

Your body is going to get old—so don’t worry about that. But will you, in the process of living, age your soul? Will you learn your lessons? Will you share your gifts with the world? Will you move beyond your inherited circumstance and liberate yourself into a space of love?

Millennials are big on self-actualization. It requires us to intentionally put one footstep in front of the other as we hone our conscious awareness of the ripple effect of our actions. To create the social conditions that cultivate internal and external peace for ourselves and others, we need to collectively develop our conscience and consciousness. Millennials may be taking a longer time to become traditional adults, but I believe that we’re embarking on a unique journey.

And we are capable of so much. Eva Simone, twenty-eight, is the former manager of an orphanage in Nepal who reunited 95 percent of the trafficked children living there with their birth families.

“I might not have the most prestigious degrees or the pedigree to do what I’ve done, but I have grit,” she says. “Humans are so adaptable. We’re able to evolve and learn new skills. When you have that fire and are willing to put yourself at the feet of someone who can teach you something, so much is possible.”

You don’t have to be a perfect person or have specific skills to start moving mountains. Just look at Eva. She wasn’t trained in child protection; she didn’t know how to pass legislation. She didn’t even how to run an orphanage. She initially moved to Nepal to teach women how to set up sustainable farming systems, and a series of chance connections led her to take a job at a children’s home in Kathmandu. When she realized that the children living there were all missing paperwork, she asked them questions in Nepali, a language she could barely speak, and discovered that most of the children had been kidnapped from their families by child traffickers to be sold to wealthy Westerners wishing to adopt.

Eva had gone to Nepal looking for purpose, and her original plan was derailed when a huge call to action was laid out before her. She crusaded to create policies with Nepali orphanages and caseworkers to ensure that every child put into a home in the city arrives with a detailed profile so that no one could be smuggled into the center. The policies were passed, and Eva took it upon herself to walk each trafficked child home, reuniting them with their families.

Eva’s story shows us that people can be fucking awesome when we believe in our own goodness. We are a generation that is being called to use everything we have and everything we’ve inherited to revise the status quo. Every generation has had to go through some kind of initiation, and it’s our time to be in the spotlight. We’re here, coming into ourselves at a unique time, and we have the potential to birth a new paradigm. To do this, we can’t lead from fear or use force to control outcomes. It’s not about aggression; it’s about adaptation.

CREATING YOUR MISSION STATEMENT

STEP 1. What would you like to see be different in the world?

STEP 2. How can you use your gifts to contribute to this change?

STEP 3. Combine the two steps into an actionable item. Try writing a mission statement for both your personal and professional life.


Chapter 2

The Anatomy of an Adult

“When I was younger, everything was so clouded. Little things would drive me to hysteria. I used to be terrified. I wouldn’t sleep at night due to existential questions. As I’ve gotten older, a part of me feels like there is good out there. There is beauty in enjoying the moment. Don’t let fear consume you.”

—Jimmy Shea, twenty-six, YouTube influencer and digital storyteller

Becoming an adult in many ways is about coming to terms with the struggle to materially survive. For most of us, it boils down to a choice like that scene from The Matrix when Neo has to decide what color pill he’s going to consume. What mental framework for reality will govern your life? Do you want falsehood, material security, and living in blissful ignorance? Or do you want knowledge and to taste the bitter truths of life for the sake of mental freedom?

Tony Dee, twenty-eight, is a musician and organic farmer. He finds inspiration in Otis Redding, who dove into music and dedicated himself to his professional career. Somehow, Redding managed to make enough shit happen by his early twenties, and he was hailed as one of the greatest soul singers on the planet before he died in a plane crash at age twenty-six. At twenty-eight, Tony is still trying to figure out where he and his ideals fit into the world. He is still hovering around his options, battling with his own cognitive dissonance regarding what it takes to build a life in America and how that conflicts with the conclusions he’s come to after spending a long time developing his own unique sense of morality.

“I’m getting old,” Tony says. “I’m in my late twenties. I’m in a position where I need to make a decision about how to make money—grown-ass money.”

Tony says he’s back to being broke. His bank account is in the double digits. He works full-time for nine bucks an hour and can’t afford health insurance. Tony knows he’s privileged in many ways—he is a white man; he has clothes and shoes; he comes from an upper-middle-class background and would never consider himself poor. However, ironically, he currently lives at the poverty line.

These were the concerns that first compelled Tony to go back to school to become a nurse. He took out loans to take classes at the Medical University of South Carolina, only to suffer a nervous breakdown shortly after registering. He says his internal conflicts caught up to him. He didn’t know if nursing was what he really wanted to do, when playing punk rock music and organizing people around social advocacy have always been his passions. He has devoted his life to these goals up until this point, just as he promised he would when he was a teen, and he’s never known of a practical career that appeals to him outside of it.

After his anxiety attack, Tony decided to quit school. “I’m currently choosing to live with this debt,” Tony says. “It’s useless—except that it teaches me a valuable lesson, which is not to rush things. Don’t make big decisions that you’re not sure about.”

Because few people can make a living as an activist or a musician, Tony works during the day as a sustainable farmer, a popular millennial answer to escaping the banes of the modern world. (Many of the socially-aware young people I interviewed have fantasized about becoming agrarians.) However, at the time of our meeting, Tony is about to retire from farming. It’s mid-December in the Lowcountry. In a few weeks, there’ll be nothing left grow. To top it off, Tony says he doesn’t even like farming anymore.

Tony’s idealistic pursuits have once again gone awry—he’s found farming to be like any other capitalist form of labor. When he was first getting into farming, he thought it would be romantic—he would return to the Earth and become one with the land; he would immerse himself in simple traditions of the past, before society became so chaotic and complicated. But what he’s found is that being a farmer for income is a really rough way to live. He’s entirely alienated from what he produces and is ambivalent about its impact. He’s not growing food to feed his family or teaching people about healthful ways of living. He works for a business that sells produce to high-end restaurants, where only the wealthy few can afford to dine.

“If you know anyone with a job opening, please hook me up,” Tony says. He says this as a joke, although he’s not kidding.

Millennials are spontaneous. Some might call us avoidant. Do we simply lack fortitude? Or are we unwilling to waste our one precious, wild life on things we don’t believe in? It’s maddening to older folks that millennials seem to treat work so trivially. At first glance, we appear to be living in an alternative universe, hooked into social media, stalking ourselves online, and obsessed with our image versus our substance. But maybe, just maybe, we’ve decided to swallow the red pill instead of the blue.

We are highly sensitive to the world around us, and we’re beyond persnickety about how we spend our time in our professional pursuits. We do so because we want to know our potential and make a difference. Eight-six percent of us crave careers with meaning.

Many millennials were told that we could do anything we wanted with our lives, but we weren’t equipped with the appropriate tools and skills. As a result, we’re spending a lot of time searching for a dream that we can bring to fruition.

QUESTIONS ABOUT CLASS AND ADULTESCENCE

On the crux of adulthood, some of us are shocked into stepping up and facing the responsibilities of real life when faced with pregnancy, poverty, or dire family situations. There are plenty of people who don’t have time for existential contemplation or the luxury to champion causes that don’t directly impact them, the way Tony does. Some of us are forced to work immediately in order to sustain themselves, and there are people who don’t get to spend two decades in school or out of work delaying adult stressors.

The issue of class plays a big role in determining who gets to indulge in a prolonged adolescence. According to a study by the Pell Institute, students from wealthy families are nine times more likely to attend and graduate from college than students who come from poverty. Those born in the middle to upper classes can afford this socially sanctioned time to navel gaze and philosophize about the meaning of life, to debate for hundreds of hours essential life decisions such as whether to become an urban intellectual or a vegan nomad peddling feather earrings.

If you do have the chance to go to college, this is where you might very slowly learn to take on essential, everyday tasks—such as changing your bedsheets and not eating more cheese pizza than what feels good. Life is challenging. Then, you start reading works by the likes of Michel Foucault, Frederick Nietzsche, and George Gurdjieff, and your mind opens to both the abstract reality of existence and the implicit injustices of society. This idle time and deep introspection is poison for conventional adulting; just look at Tony.

A few centuries ago, people in their twenties were considered middle-aged, and they were dying from smallpox or the Black Plague. Now, millennials are barely reaching stereotypical indicators of adulthood by age thirty. I’ve heard story after story like Tony’s, from people who are highly intelligent, well-intentioned, and socially aware. The gist is always the same: I don’t know what I want to do with myself in the long term. Every time I try to pursue a stable identity, I feel like I’m surrendering my creativity and my ideals; I am reducing myself to a commodity for the machine. This isn’t my idea of life lived well. This is what I said I would never do. I am miserable.

The study “Emerging Adulthood as an Institutionalized Moratorium” by James Cote says that there are certain types of people who psychologists have found tend to struggle longer and harder in their twenties than others. These people embark on what is called an “extended adolescence.” The common characteristics they often share are a resentment toward the concept of adulthood, a history of trauma, skepticism of authority, and a desire to change the world.

I stayed up all night reading this study; I couldn’t sleep. There are have been many times throughout my research that I’ve had to digest some pretty unsavory information that has challenged my youthful convictions. I quickly realized that the type of person these PhDs were talking about was … me!

THE AMERICAN DREAM

The traditional indicators of adulthood, as outlined in psychology and sociology, are when you finish your education, solidify a stable career, buy a home, get married, and have children. All of this is otherwise also known as “the American Dream.” This middle-class lifestyle America has provided for so many people—white people especially—is why a lot of us have been bred to think this is the best country in the world. The American Dream is at the heart of the myth of American exceptionalism. And millennials are challenging these two concepts.

To be an American comes with its own propaganda. American exceptionalism is the nationalist notion that America is the world leader of democracy and the ultimate purveyor of a free world, and thus we should follow its cultural mandates. It preaches that for anyone to have any value in a society, which is by far superior to all others, they must subscribe to the conservative fiscal and social values of its founders, even when these policies and philosophies have been contemporarily distorted.

American exceptionalism is, in reality, a fallacy. The US ranks thirty-eight in math and science (according to the Programme for International Student Assessment) and forty-third in press freedom/reporter rights (according to the Press Freedom Index), and it has one of the highest rates of violent crime compared to other developed nations. The American Journal of Medicine found Americans to be ten times more likely to be killed by a gun than people in developing countries. According to the United Health Foundation, the US ranks twenty-ninth in infant mortality and twenty-sixth in life expectancy. In 2016, a report by the Commonwealth Fund reported that 43 percent of low-income Americans went without healthcare—compared to 8 percent in Britain. These few rankings debunk the assumption that the system we have is the best in the world.

But that doesn’t keep the US from being a superpower that enjoys exerting our dominance over other countries and telling them what to do, often under the pretense that we’re doing them a favor because our model of society works so damn flawlessly. Nations and cultures have fragile and inflated egos, just like people. We’re really good at sweeping our own dark history under the rug.

Slavery. Segregation. Displacing indigenous peoples. Aggressive competition manufactured by economic scarcity. Incompetent politicians who don’t do anything for the people they supposedly represent. Blood money—billions of tax dollars spent subsidizing war in the Middle East and dirty energy. A bloated defense system. We could go on and on.

The truth is it isn’t just millennials who are “entitled”; America herself, the geopolitical imperialist, is entitled. We must recognize that the American Dream is one of entitlement and that not everyone is going to get an equal opportunity to realize it—not everyone may even desire it. But no matter how much we may rebel, millennials do feel a subliminal pressure to conform to this cultural norm.

American millennials want to be exceptional too—exceptional at challenging this. And if we get enough Instagram followers (really!), we just might be able to make a difference with our wide influence. We’re not racing toward marriage, home ownership, or having two-and-a-half kids like previous generations. Many of us are dangerously close to becoming what some psychologists classify as “abnormal adults”—people in their thirties, forties, and onward who don’t have homes or spouses or children or any kind of linear career track.

Scratch just an inch below the surface and it’s easy to find that the values this country advertises itself as being founded upon are nothing but a false flag. We could also pick the millennial condition apart and find the same inconsistencies. We say we want to change the world, but all we engage in is click-bait activism. We say we’re above this materialistic culture, but we’re still sucking from the tit of it.

I believe hypocrisy is a huge part of the human condition
—and that one reason we’re here is to learn to mend the rifts. Halfway into this project, I had to put it down for about two years just to work on clearing the haunting discrepancies with what I thought my message was and the person I actually am. We are all, individually and collectively, slowly working out all of our issues with power, money, and sex—and no one can avoid falling in and out of interpersonal balance. What we first need to do is recognize this.

WE ARE A PRODUCT OF THE ECONOMIC TIMES

Amid the realities of American egotism, mediocrity, and corruption, there are many reasons to be grateful that we live here instead of, say, South Sudan. The whole middle-class conformist package that elicits so much contempt in young, critically-thinking, noncompliant millennials would be paradise to a displaced refugee struggling for shelter, food, and water. There are immigrants who come to the United States and kiss the ground they land on, because it is a place where they have a chance to meet their basic needs, earn money, and make a life.

When compared to the struggle of others, it’s easy to see why some people say millennials are coddled. We were overindulged as children, fragilized and overprotected by our parents, and it’s one of the reasons we’re perpetually underperforming. That’s why when the going gets tough, we apparently get going.
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