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Praise for


FULLY ALIVE


“Tyler Gage represents a hope-inspiring new generation of social entrepreneurs who are proving that conscious business can be a powerful force for good.”


—Paul D. Rice, cofounder and CEO of Fair Trade USA


“A compelling story of purpose, perseverance, patience, and partnership. Runa is an innovative and sustainable social business that is positively impacting the lives of countless indigenous people in the Amazon.”


—Ann Veneman, former executive director, UNICEF, and former US Secretary of Agriculture


“In this powerful and riveting book, Tyler manages to achieve a rare combination of three distinct things: Vividly conveying an extraordinary hero’s journey, while narrating a highly educational textbook about business and startups, and expressing a heartfelt, inspiring, no-holds-barred treatise on shamanic practices applied to a modern business. I could not put it down.”


—José Luis Stevens, PhD, author of The Power Path


“Tyler Gage knows how to tell a story, and he has amazing stories to tell. Readers of Fully Alive will enjoy the journey. You’ll discover that powerful answers to profound questions can be found in the most unexpected places.”


—Doug Hattaway, founder and CEO, Hattaway Communications, and former advisor to Hillary Clinton and Al Gore


“A useful, thoughtful, and well-written book about how making your way through life, business, and the rainforest can all be a very similar enterprise.”


—Mark Plotkin, PhD, cofounder and president, Amazon Conservation Team, and author of The Shaman’s Apprentice


“Tyler’s accomplishment as a young, visionary entrepreneur who has built a sustainable social enterprise has been an inspiration to our students. Fully Alive provides a comprehensive understanding for how to optimize social enterprise creation to generate business success while changing lives and sustaining incomes of vulnerable populations.”


—Scott B. Taitel, clinical professor of Public Service and director of Impact, Innovation, and Investment, NYU Wagner


“Fully Alive is a great story of how curiosity, tenacity, a little naïvety, and a lot of personal growth can be the right recipe for launching a social enterprise. I thoroughly enjoyed the ride, from the hills of California, to the halls of Brown University, to the indigenous communities of the Amazon, to the boardroom in New York.”


—Lauren Hattendorf, head of investments, Mulago Foundation, and lecturer at the Stanford Graduate School of Business


“Fully Alive offers many powerful lessons and tools across a range of topics, including leadership, ethics, and strategy—an excellent read for students, entrepreneurs, and anyone looking to embark on new ventures (or adventures!) in their life.”


—Alan Harlam, director, Social Innovation, Brown University


“Runa’s story illustrates that doing well by doing good is not simply a cliché. It was what motivated its founders in the first place, and is the basis of its continued great success.”


—Danny Warshay, professor, executive director, Jonathan M. Nelson Center for Entrepreneurship, Brown University


“It’s a refreshingly honest story of young entrepreneurs with a unique mix of social purpose, grit, and creative strategy.”


—Tom First, cofounder of Nantucket Nectars and operating partner at Castanea Partners


“Exciting and inspirational. Tyler Gage paves the way for the future of business! Spiritual/travel adventure meets business manual—Fully Alive is as entertaining as it is a blueprint for the new wave of business practice.”


—Anjali Kumar, former head of Social Innovation at Warby Parker, former senior legal counsel for Google, and author of Stalking God


“A delightfully honest and insightful account of a mission-driven business and the diverse, sometimes funny, sometimes tortuous trajectory of that venture. His triumphs and mistakes, accompanied by dogged perseverance, make this not only a worthy read but valuable to any entrepreneur who is willing to get right up to their neck in something worth doing right.”


—Chris Kilham, founder of Medicine Hunter, Inc.


“A beautiful book about how Amazonian plants can teach us to shapeshift our world—a powerful and illuminating message!”


—John Perkins, New York Times bestselling author of Confessions of an Economic Hit Man


“The case study of how Tyler and the Runa team innovate upon indigenous knowledge and translate it to benefit a diversity of stakeholders has great educational value.”


—Dr. Florencia Montagnini, professor, Yale University
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To the guayusa leaf, for your spirited energy and your vital teachings





Introduction


Navigating Chaos


    [image: Image] The subway rattled and shook as it jostled its way up to Midtown Manhattan. Listening to my headphones with my back straight and my hands folded neatly in my lap, I tried to focus on a recorded meditation. A man’s soothing voice told me to “follow the sensations at the tip of your nose.” I couldn’t take it anymore and pulled the plug on my attempt to calm myself. Yanking my BlackBerry out of my pocket (yes, I still used a BlackBerry in 2015), I slouched forward in a ball of anger and changed tracks from the guided meditation to “I Don’t Fuck with You” by Big Sean. The unambiguous refrain “I don’t give a fuck about you or anything that you do” felt more in line with how I was feeling at the moment.


I couldn’t believe what was happening. I was heading to a meeting with my board of directors, where I saw no other possible outcome than quitting or getting fired from my position as CEO of Runa, the company I had cofounded and nurtured like a baby. Only six years earlier I’d graduated from college, flown to Ecuador the next week, and sought to build a supply chain for guayusa, a revered Amazonian tea leaf that had never been commercially produced. (Forgive me for the early side note and cheesy phonetics, but it’s pronounced “gwhy-you-sa” like “Gwhy-you-sa happy?”)


My friend Dan MacCombie and I began by venturing into the Amazon with little more than our backpacks and our hearts full of terrified curiosity. Over the next few years we managed to build partnerships with thousands of indigenous farming families to sustainably produce guayusa, translating their rich traditions of relating to this plant into our core business model. Together we set out with a vision for the future of trade in the Amazon based on respectful exchange and healing, not exploitation and greed.


We then founded Runa and used this energizing leaf to make and sell organic iced teas and healthy energy drinks “from a leaf, not a lab,” as we like to say. After years of hustle we’d become one of the fastest-growing beverage companies in the U.S., with millions of dollars in annual sales. We’d been featured on ABC’s Nightline, raved about by Richard Branson, attracted major investors, and, most importantly, generated millions of dollars for the indigenous communities in Ecuador.


And here it was all about to end in some high-rise office building? Would all the sleepless nights, parasite infections, and deep prayers be rendered worthless by this horrid conclusion?


The meeting did not start well and only escalated for thirty minutes, with different members of the board taking their turns telling me how disappointed they were in me and how I was unfit to be a CEO. They said I wasn’t listening, was being impatient, had failed to communicate like an adult—not to mention a good leader. Finally, one of them stood up, pounded the conference table, and screamed, “I could punch you in the face, you pompous child!”


And people think the tea business is all peace and love. Unable to express how devastated I was in the moment, I arrogantly chuckled at him and said, “Namaste to you too, you dick.”


I had read that President Obama maintained a longstanding joke with his former advisor and friend Rahm Emanuel that speaks perfectly to the state of mind I found myself in at this moment. In a moment of defeat, the duo once imagined moving to Hawaii to open a T-shirt shack that sold only one size (medium) and one color (white). Their dream was that they would no longer have to make decisions. During difficult White House meetings when no good choices seemed possible, Mr. Emanuel would sometimes turn to Mr. Obama and say, “White.” Mr. Obama would in turn say, “Medium.”


Since medium white T-shirts can’t be the answer, what do we do when things just don’t seem to make sense; when we need to make a decision but our analysis could justify either course; or when our emotions and expectations blur our ability to see clearly? In this moment of complete breakdown with my board, my demons told me to throw in the towel, clock the guy, and piss it all away. But deeper down I knew that I couldn’t choose the “I don’t give a fuck” path, as much as I wanted to. Instead, I had to figure out how to navigate through the darkness.


This fundamental challenge is what drove me as an anxious, depressed teenager to the Amazon in the first place. I went looking for answers. Instead I found myself swallowed and digested by the weird world of shamanism and then spit back up into the equally strange world of entrepreneurship. The answers I found in these unexpected places weren’t the easy or obvious ones. They often left me feeling more confused and lost than when I started. They forced me to endure before greater strength and guidance would be revealed.


I’m sure shamanism and entrepreneurship, let alone the intersection of the two, will at first strike most readers as completely irrelevant to their everyday realities. My goal in this book, however, is to reveal powerful tools and lessons from both of these worlds that can teach all of us how to grow toward and beyond our personal edges, no matter our circumstances. Stay with me here.


Shamanism and entrepreneurship are two disciplines that, at their core, teach and train you how to survive and thrive at the edges—of what you think is possible, of your comfort zone, of your sense of self. In learning how to have “both feet in both worlds,” as I like to say, I’ve gained the courage, vision, and compassion to navigate the endless trials of building a business. Even more, this journey has helped me with the greater challenge of struggling to find and act with basic human goodness on a daily basis. Most days I succeed; some days I call someone a dick in a board meeting.


In the years I’ve spent in the Amazon, I’ve learned teachings and practices for personal and spiritual growth that are not only powerful in their own context but surprisingly translatable to the modern world. I’ve discovered an inherent pragmatism in these traditions that springs from a need to survive and a desire to thrive in one of the world’s most lethal ecosystems: the Amazon rainforest. These techniques were originally developed thousands of years ago for medicine and hunting, two of the most essential human needs. How we meet these needs has changed, but the basic underlying questions remain: How can I be healthier? How can I best accomplish my goals in a chaotic, uncertain world around me?


As someone with a strong repulsion to forced dogma and faith in detached beliefs, my desire for personal discovery grounded in direct experiences fit perfectly with the orientation of these shamanic practices. The Amazonian Kichwa people say that wisdom comes into the body through the feet, not from the head. They recognize that it’s the path you walk in the world that creates insight and value, not the ideas you have in your mind. Rediscovering and applying the practices that forgotten peoples have used to traverse this fundamental puzzle of what it means to be human is one way to find strength through the trying times we find ourselves in.


The structure of the book follows my own story from growing up as a suburban kid to Amazonian misadventures to beverage industry warfare. I promise this is not a “Rah-rah, look at how great we are” tale. I’ll share the things I think we’ve done right while building Runa, but I will spend more time being totally forthright about the intense struggles, personal crises, and many mistakes we’ve made along the way—and the steps we’ve taken to correct course. The mistakes are where the lessons are.


This book is not titled Fully Alive because I believe that at age thirty-one I have all the answers, nor do I subscribe to this idea that being fully alive is about being radiant, happy, and spiritually inspiring people all the time. In the indigenous Kichwa language, the deepest meaning of the word runa translates as “fully alive,” meaning anything—plant, animal, or human—that is willing to embrace the fullness of life around them can rightfully be alive. Only in this way can we have true power and a connection to the animating forces of life in all their glory.


In this view, being fully alive comes from the union of extremes, and the excruciating, magnificent journey that weaves them together. To be able to truly feel joy, we must be willing to sit with grief. To know the lightness of the spirit, we must be open to the teachings of the shadow. To have the power to create, we must speak the language of logic and also the language of intuition. To completely appreciate Big Sean, we also need to follow the tingling at the tips of our noses. To find real understanding, we must get called a “pompous child” and see past the judgment to the underlying truth of the message being delivered. (Not only did I come to see that this comment was largely accurate, but this painful process with the board gave way to a necessary rebirth of the company. It felt classically shamanic, in that things had to get to their worst before there could be a purging and catharsis. But we will get to all that.)


Although it sounds trite to say it, it’s absolutely true: the stars are brightest when the sky is darkest, and with the help of every brightly patterned puncture in our world of uncertainty we can navigate forward. This book is the story of one person’s twists, turns, blocks, and breakthroughs toward that striving. I hope it challenges, inspires, and spurs you forward along your own path.





Chapter 1


Competing with Anxiety


    [image: Image] My story definitely does not begin with shamans, poison dart frogs, or pristine rainforests—more like math teachers, miniature dachshunds, and suburban streets.


Some of my favorite days as a kid were spent with my grandfather, Clark Kerr, working in his garden, helping him harvest apples, prune old rosebushes, and trim daffodils. Then in his eighties, his slightly stooped posture and bald head made him look, at least to me, a bit like a lovable turtle. In the 1940s he and my grandmother had bought seven acres in the hills of El Cerrito, California, just north of Berkeley, for a total of $13,000. From the yard we could look out over the San Francisco Bay and take in a picturesque view of the Golden Gate Bridge.


My favorite part of my grandparents’ home was the wall of artifacts in the dining room, filled with dozens and dozens of rare items and trinkets they had collected on their world travels from the 1930s through the 1980s: everything from Australian boomerangs to African masks. I loved to stand and study them, wondering just how all these strange mementos came to be on the wall, and if I would ever get to do cool things like they had done. At family dinners my grandparents kept me spellbound with stories about their adventures—from visiting Italy in the 1930s and being caught in a rally for Mussolini to hunting with pygmies in Africa. As children, my mom and two uncles joined them for many of their trips and always added their own twists to the endless stories.


My grandfather had grown up a Quaker on a small farm in Pennsylvania, and, keeping to his humble upbringing, was an extremely modest man. As a young kid, I didn’t realize that it was special when we drove by the nearby University of California at Berkeley and my mom would point to “Grandpa’s campus,” or that it was unusual that framed copies of old Time magazines hung in the hallway of their house with his picture on the cover.


He’d been chancellor of UC Berkeley in the 1950s, and in 1958 was named president of the entire University of California system. During that time he designed the blueprint for public higher education in California with the vision that all Californians should have the opportunity to go to college for little to no cost. The network of community colleges, state schools, and University of California campuses was revolutionary back then and remains one of the leading public higher education systems in the world.


In the mid-1960s, protests for civil rights and against American involvement in the Vietnam War broke out on campuses all around the country, with Berkeley being especially charged. Conservative politicians in the state, led by a rising star named Ronald Reagan, demanded a police crackdown. In contrast, my grandfather believed in respecting others’ opinions and hearing all sides of an argument, so he tried to keep order while giving the students the space to speak their minds.


In 1966, Reagan ran for governor and promised he would “clean up the mess” at Berkeley. After he won the election, Reagan pushed the UC board of regents to fire my grandfather, which it did. My mom laughs when she recounts that, from that moment on, he always muted the television when Ronald Reagan came on. Later in life he seldom spoke of his dismissal, but when he did, he joked that he left office the same way he had entered: “Fired with enthusiasm.” I think about the way my grandfather showed up in his personal and professional life nearly every day, and at Runa have tried to live up to his example of creating dialogue and listening intently to all sides. I’m not nearly as even-tempered as he was, but I feel this same innate desire to hold space for multiple perspectives and try to live up to the model of respectful leadership he set.


My grandfather’s understated aura was balanced by the fiery passion of my grandmother, Kay Kerr, who in 1961 cofounded Save the Bay, one of the first nonprofits in the early days of the environmental movement. It has played a huge role in establishing environmental protections for the San Francisco Bay and helped to open large sections of the shoreline for trails and parks. My grandmother was smart, opinionated, and generous, but also completely tenacious when it came to fighting for a cause she believed in; my own uncle even called her a “bulldog.” She remained totally committed to her environmental work up to her death in 2010 at the age of ninety-nine. She certainly planted the seeds of environmental activism in me, and I’m sure some people might also accuse me of similar “bulldog” tendencies, based on the belief that there is always an intelligent solution to every problem that is worth fighting for.


My mom inherited her parents’ caring spirit, love of nature, and passion for world travel, leading our family on exhausting vacations when my older sister, Lindsay, and I were kids. She once marked out all the ancient sites in Rome on a map and then marched us miles through the city through stifling 102-degree heat to make sure we didn’t miss anything. Another time she made sure we got a “real” sense of Scotland by having us participate in sheep-shearing competitions and bagpipe festivals. Her love for understanding other cultures and amazement at the diversity of life was infectious to us kids.


My dad balanced out their relationship with hardcore hustle. As the son of a World War II veteran and a schoolteacher, he’d grown up relatively poor in the Glendale neighborhood of Los Angeles. After college he worked for Prudential until I was eight, when he quit to take a long shot and go out on his own as a commercial real estate broker. His charm, quick mind, and unbelievable work ethic allowed him to build a successful practice in Silicon Valley. When I was growing up, my dad was also a bit of a clown—literally. His hobby was riding unicycles, juggling, cracking eggs on his head—you know, the usual clown stuff. He taught me to ride his eight-foot-high unicycle, which he called “Gerry the Giraffe,” when I was too young for Mom to be in even mild agreement.


But even with the incredible good fortune of being surrounded by this loving family and enjoying plenty of material comforts, I always suffered from some level of persistent anxiety.


Beginning around the age of ten, I would often lie in bed and think about death—more specifically, the fact that one day I simply wouldn’t be around anymore. Would I really just disappear? What would that be like? As the thought looped and looped in my brain, panic would finally set in and I’d end up sprinting for my parents’ room, where I was comforted by hugs, murmurs, and a warm bed. These contemplations left me increasingly anxious deeper down. As I continued to develop, I felt more and more perplexed as to why no one ever talked about what seemed to me like a major elephant in the room—the elephant in the room—that doesn’t conveniently go away, ever . . .


Either as a counterbalance or perhaps to distract myself from my own mind, I developed a distinct competitiveness and a tendency to hyper-focus. This asserted itself very early, sometimes in peculiar ways. For example, in first grade I decided I wanted to always be the first one to arrive to school. The gate at my elementary school opened at 7:00 a.m. so I started to wake up at 5:00 a.m. in order to get there an hour early and stake my place at the front of the line. As it happened, I had a nemesis, Robbie Schroeder, who had the same idea, so every morning was a contest.


This competitive drive found another, maybe more “normal” outlet: in youth soccer. I played on a select team coached by an intense former professional player from the Sudan, Mohamed Mohamed Mohamed (we called him “Mo”), who recruited players from across the Bay Area; my teammates included kids whose families were Mexican, Native American, Taiwanese, Brazilian, Austrian, Portuguese, Peruvian, Italian, and everything in between. We became a very good team and the closest of friends, giving me a sense of identity to help escape the sometimes isolating existential questions that continued to take on a life of their own in my head.


I was also an enthusiastic Boy Scout, eventually becoming an Eagle Scout. When I was sixteen I went on a three-week backpacking trip in northern New Mexico with other Scouts from around the country. It was physical, rugged, exhausting, and I loved it. Some days we hiked eighteen hours straight, from 6:00 a.m. to midnight, carrying all our gear, trudging up hills, and fording rivers. I loved the simplicity of waking up, cooking breakfast, and figuring out where we were going for the day. It felt raw and real.


One part of the trip was a “solo,” which meant spending a day and a night alone in the woods with no food. During those twenty-four hours I felt the majesty of nature in a way I had never slowed down enough to really take in. The sense of inner peace and lightness I felt waking up by myself in the woods and having survived the night seemed to hit a level deeper than my anxious thoughts could reach, although I’m not sure I could have articulated that at the time.


While Quaker values were woven into my family’s unspoken principles, overt spirituality or religion was totally absent. We never went to Quaker meetings and never talked about God or the afterlife at the dinner table, or ever. That time in the New Mexico wilderness by myself was the first spark I felt of knowing, somehow or some way, that there was more under the surface of life than I had imagined.



Thinking Body, Dancing Mind



Going into my junior year in high school, I was a decent soccer player—good enough to start on the team, but nowhere near great. Given my drive to win, this really frustrated me.


My mom had gone to a local sports medicine doctor named Michael Ripley for therapy. When she found out he was also a high-level performance coach who had trained, among others, many members of the U.S. Olympic sprint team, she suggested that I go see if he could help me with soccer.


When I showed up at his place I nearly left immediately after walking in the door. “Rip” lived by himself in a tiny house off a main street in the quaint suburban town of Orinda, where my family had moved. He was an intense curmudgeon who blasted hard-core rap from cassette tapes in his combination living room–gym, which reeked of cigar smoke. A former professional skydiver, he was a stocky five-foot-eight white guy, around sixty years old, with a head of white hair. Much as I later observed when working with shamans, you often find some of the greatest teachers in far-from-ostentatious circumstances that seem at odds with their immense skills.


His totally unconventional training techniques were based on doing a lot of high reps with low weights. He would, for example, have me do 180 step-ups onto a box with only 30 pounds of weights racked on a barbell. Every movement, however, had to be completely precise or his usual mumbling would become perfectly audible. “Practice makes perfect, huh?” he would puff. “Bullshit motherfucker. PERFECT practice makes perfect!”


His grueling physical exercises definitely made me faster, but what fascinated me most happened at the end of our training sessions, when Rip did a type of active-release massage therapy on my muscles. As I tried to block out the excruciating pain, he engaged my mind.


“Just imagine,” he said one time as he dug into my hamstring, “a player on the other team has the ball. You see him across the field and know you need to get to him. You take off running, and as you go, you feel so light on your feet, every step natural and easy, your toes barely touching the ground. You close in on him with every stride, until you see the ball coming into reach. You slide and kick it away effortlessly.”


In my next game, it felt eerie when the exact scenario he described happened: I ran across the field faster than I ever had and slide-tackled a player with the ball. It felt like I had suddenly been powered up to a new level of playing ability, at least as much through the visualization exercises as the physical training. It was so new, strange, and powerful that I sort of felt like I was on mental steroids. What the hell was going on?


The next day I told Rip what happened and asked him to explain more about how the visualization stuff worked and why it worked.


After a bit of his usual grumbling, he grabbed a book off the shelf above his desk. It was Thinking Body, Dancing Mind, a guide to improving sports and business performance by Chungliang Al Huang, a Taoist monk, and Jerry Lynch, a coach.


I took it home and devoured it. The approach to sports it prescribed was the opposite of the stressful system in which I’d grown up. Most coaches push their players to perform and reinforce their expectations through punishment: if you fail to get the rebound or hit the crossing pass, they yell at you or bench you.


In contrast, the book’s Taoist approach urges us to be joyful in our activities, to take pleasure in the expression of our talents, and to simply be in the moment. We derive strength from being in tune with the world around us, not pushing against it and imposing our own arbitrary goals. The irony is that, by doing this, our performance actually increases and we end up doing even better than we imagined.


The book includes guided sets of meditations and affirmations, which I diligently worked through before going to bed and before games. This method led to such an incredible improvement in my abilities that in my senior year, while playing center defender, I was one of the leading scorers in Northern California.


I was stunned. Up until that point in my life, I’d thought you were basically born with a set of talents and were pretty much stuck. Since I was a decent but not exceptional athlete, my soccer skills would then be limited to those physical talents. But by accessing different layers of my mind, I exceeded all expectations I’d had for my own performance. It’s something I saw much later as an entrepreneur when founding Runa: more often than not, we define our own limitations in our heads. By breaking out of our common mental ruts, we can perform at levels that we would have once thought impossible.


All of this was like discovering a vast new continent to explore, one in which I had only taken the first tentative step. It fed my growing suspicion that there was a lot going on in life that for some reason was just slightly obscured from us. That in turn fueled my anxiety and depression. It felt like the more I glimpsed moments of connection with nature and experienced deeper layers of my mind, the more friction, weight, and general dissatisfaction I felt in my “normal” life. Thirsty to learn more, I ramped up my literary adventures to include existential philosophy, evolutionary biology, and whatever else that seemed to offer an entry into these hidden worlds.


In a bookstore on Telegraph Avenue in Berkeley, I stumbled upon Exploring the World of Lucid Dreams, a book based on the research of Stanford professor Stephen LaBerge. It introduced me to lucid dreaming: when you realize you’re dreaming while you’re in a dream and learn to control what happens. A lucid dreamer can travel to different worlds, work on solving problems, address family and emotional issues, and confront and resolve nightmares. It was this last aspect that appealed to me most as my high levels of existential anxiety were leading to terrifying nightmares.


In addition to detailing the results of Dr. LaBerge’s studies, the book also laid out a series of simple steps to start lucid dreaming. I began practicing a “reality test” exercise, where you constantly ask yourself if you are dreaming or awake during your daily life, which in turn leads you to ask the same question when you’re actually asleep. Within a few days I started lucid dreaming. The exercises were so simple and effective, it seemed laughable. But the experience was exhilarating, like I’d gotten some mental Mario Bros. mushroom boost, being able to fly, make things disappear, and do other things . . . (Yes, I was a teenage boy.)


On a few occasions I was able to interact with my nightmares and find ways to remove myself from stressful dream scenarios of being chased by gangsters or held hostage, waking up refreshed and more confident instead of exhausted and anxious.


Why wasn’t anyone talking about these tools for personal empowerment? Why was I the weird one for using visualization to be a better soccer player and using lucid dreaming to help reduce my stress? Despite the many comforts and support I was given by my family and surroundings, I felt confused and disappointed on a deeper level, wondering what this game of life we are all playing is really about. I sensed that whole layers of experience were being completely ignored in my suburban cocoon.





My seemingly miraculous athletic development led to a totally unexpected offer to play soccer at Brown University. I hadn’t even been considering the school, but since it was a highly ranked Division 1 team, I was definitely in. On top of that, Brown had a reputation as being a pretty eccentric place, so that struck me as even better.


My transition was not nearly as smooth as I had hoped. Although I played in almost every game and started in most during my freshman year, the overly macho culture of the soccer team grated on me, as it was far from the brotherhood I’d felt with my team growing up.


At the same time my interest in nature reawakened, thanks in large part to a class I took at the start of my freshman year called Religion Gone Wild: Spirituality and the Environment. Admittedly, by the title alone, it did little to counter the stereotype of Brown as a hippie paradise. The purpose of the course was to explore the ways that various indigenous peoples, Buddhists, and poets around the world view the fundamental relationship between the human spirit and the natural world.


Entering Brown, I had planned to study environmental public policy: inspired by both of my grandparents, I thought that working within large institutions such as the government or a big international NGO would be the best way to change our disastrous environmental policies. Religion Gone Wild offered a much more personal take on the often abstracted idea of what we normally refer to as “the environment.” Our reading list included the work of farmer and writer Wendell Berry, Zen monks, and “On the Importance of Owning Chickens,” an essay written by our professor, Mark S. Cladis, that really touched me. In it Professor Cladis writes about how owning and tending to the needs of three hens helped him intimately see that he is not at the center of nature but part of it. Even though he cares for the chickens, he has no control over them: they live out their dharma just as he lives out his.


The core of the essay asks: Do we, as humans, relate to the world around us as rulers or in wonderment at our roles in a system that works beyond any of our attempts to control it? “Some claim we inhabit a world increasingly dominated by an instrumental reason that imprisons us by a vast system of calculated, rationalized labor,” Cladis writes. “Perhaps. A latch is within reach, however. A way of escape. It may not land us in the promised land, but it does lead to a more promising place. We have some say. We can turn off the television, renounce hectic amusements, and discover the re-creation of good work: working well, working with care and patience, working toward excellence and joy.”


The attentiveness, vulnerability, and gentleness of the essay made me tear up as I read it in the back row of a hard-hitting political science class that I was quickly losing interest in. I’d felt these sentiments while backpacking in high school but had been unable to articulate or understand them.


I didn’t see how anything we were learning in class could have any practical use in the “real” world, but the confused ten-year-old inside of me appreciated at least being part of conversations about what it means to exist and what exists beneath the surface of things.


In other ways I felt like I was walking on a path of loose dirt on the side of a mountain with a steep fall should I slip. Even though I’d achieved the singular goal I’d been pushed toward since I was a kid—getting into a good college—I felt fundamentally out of place and unsure of myself. That helped to amplify my long-term, recurring anxiety into more full-on depression. I began smoking more weed, in part to reinforce the “cool-kid” California identity I was going for, but underneath I was just trying to ease the confusion and emptiness I felt in this new place for which I’d had such high hopes. The day after the soccer season ended, I remember eating so many ganja brownies that I blacked out and woke up twenty-four hours later on the floor of my room. I just wanted to shut off the feelings and shut out the world around me that was failing to answer the questions I didn’t even know how to ask.


As often happens in life and business, everything inside me was screaming for change; I just needed to quiet down and listen to the message.





As I was trying to find my way forward, I read about Mark Allen, a six-time winner of the Hawaii Ironman Triathlon in the late 1980s and early 1990s. (To clarify, an Ironman is a 3-mile swim in the open ocean, then a 100-mile bike ride, topped off by running a full 26.2-mile marathon.)


Before his massive success in the race, Mark had finished six times in the top five but had never won. He credited his breakthrough to working with a shaman from Mexico’s Huichol tribe. He said the shamanic approach had completely shifted his perspective, teaching him to trust in life, to feel gratitude for where he was, and to believe that even if things weren’t going to be easy, they were going to work out if he let go of his need for control. He called his immersion in shamanism the “final key” that put him over the top.


“Most athletes use their physical being to win,” he wrote in the article. “Some train their emotions. Very few here in the Western world train their spirit. And without a doubt this is one of the most overlooked ways for performance to be improved.”


While I was curious about shamanism from my readings, the image in my head was that of a guy in some fancy traditional costume banging a drum and waving around some feathers. How in the world could this help an elite athlete win one of the world’s most grueling contests? Winning the Ironman six times was certainly not some supernatural mumbo jumbo.


I reached out to Mark directly, who asked if I wanted to take part in a retreat he was helping to lead that summer in California at Mount Shasta with Brant Secunda, his longtime shaman. Count me in! I said. About forty people came. We camped at the base of the mountain, amid pine trees and next to a clear river. Mark was a very humble, down-to-earth, straightforward guy.


One of the first activities was a sweat lodge ritual. They erected a large dome out of willow branches and canvas tarps. Each step of the ceremony was intentional, every relationship named and recognized. A raging fire was built outside to heat a pile of volcanic rocks into large glowing eggs that would serve as the centerpiece of the lodge. We honored each rock as it was brought in, thanking it for the heat it provided and for helping us purify. As the heat rose in the lodge, we sang traditional songs. As an introverted athlete, singing wasn’t high on my list of favorite activities, but when you feel like your skin is about to burn off, singing your heart out becomes a pretty awesome thing to do.


Finally we were let out. Trying not to seem too desperate, I briskly walked-ran to the river and plunged in, reveling as the cold water touched my skin, completely refreshed. The birds’ chirping sounded clearer, the light reflecting on the pine trees looked crisper, and I felt the pulsing of my heartbeat like never before. It was amazing how this ritual brought me back into my body and awakened a visceral connection with the natural world.


Brant had a family-friendly teaching style, and his spiritual jokes were corny but spot-on. “Make believe you’re happy and you might just trick yourself,” he would say with a sly smile. We told our dreams around the fire every morning before Brant gave teachings about Huichol traditions, the universe, and God.


Brant told us the Huichol people believe that humans contain deep spiritual wisdom within themselves but that we have mostly forgotten it. Because of this, the most important prayer they have in the Huichol tradition is the prayer for memory—not progress, not achievement, and not advancement, but memory.
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