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PART I

IDENTIFYING THE OBSTACLES IN YOUR LIFE

 

On May 2, 2011, US Navy SEALs carried out a daring raid on a heavily-fortified compound located in Abbottabad, Pakistan, with the hope of capturing or killing the most wanted man on the planet. An anonymous tip from a Pakistani informer, followed by extensive surveillance and reconnaissance by US intelligence operatives, indicated that the fortress-like structure could very well be the hiding place of Osama bin Laden, the terrorist leader who planned the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001.

Bin Laden had gone into hiding in the years that followed the 9/11 attacks and there were very few indications of his potential whereabouts. The Al-Qaeda leader had taken great measures to stay off the grid, avoiding the use of cell phones, satellite communications devices, and internet connections, while still managing to direct his global network of terrorists using low-tech options. Despite adopting a low-profile on the global stage, he remained at the very top of the list of America’s Most Wanted, with an ongoing global manhunt that was laser focused on bringing him to justice.

When the members of SEAL Team Six embarked on Operation Neptune Spear—as the mission was code named—they boarded three helicopters in Jalalabad, Afghanistan, having already been thoroughly briefed on what to expect once they arrived in Abbottabad. Intel told them that the three-story-tall compound was surrounded by a thick wall topped with razor-sharp barbwire. Furthermore, there were two security gates that would need to be breached, not to mention an unknown number of individuals—possibly even women and children—roaming around inside the building.

It was a complex and challenging undertaking to say the least, but not one that was all that unusual for the veteran SEALs who were taking part in the operation. The men who make up this highly secretive counter-terrorist group are often tasked with hostage rescues, special recon expeditions, and rapid assault operations. For them, Operation Neptune Spear was exactly what they had spent years training for, and had already lived through, at various times in the past.

When planning for the mission, the team identified a number of obstacles that could get in the way of their success, not the least of which was not knowing just how many people were inside the compound and how well armed they might be. Thanks to intelligence gathering and surveillance reports, the team did have a basic understanding of the layout of the compound itself, but no one was quite sure what the SEALs would find once they actually breached the interior of the building. Perhaps the entire place would be rigged with explosives, or maybe an impenetrable hidden bunker would be found underneath. Were there highly trained guards waiting for them inside, or would they face limited resistance instead? Was the place filled with dangerous IEDs, or were the inhabitants themselves wearing explosive devices?

In addition to all of those questions, the SEALs weren’t exactly sure who they would find inside either. US intelligence agents had tracked a careless Al-Qaeda operative to the compound, but months of surveillance had provided no hard evidence that the group’s leader was actually hidden inside. Still, there were a few clues as to who might possibly be living there. For instance, a seven-foot-tall privacy wall had been erected along a third-story balcony, making it the perfect hiding place for the six-foot, four-inch terrorist. The lack of phone and internet lines, coupled with the frequent comings and goings of a specific courier, did lend credence to the idea that a high-level Al-Qaeda operative was in residence. But without visual identification, no one could say with any level of certainty that it was indeed Osama bin Laden.

In preparation for the raid, the SEAL team trained at a secret facility built to replicate the compound in Pakistan as closely as possible. During those drills, they prepared for just about every imaginable contingency while working to become as speedy and silent as possible. The Navy’s elite warriors are already incredibly efficient at their jobs, but in this case they knew that time would be of the essence, and success or failure could hinge on being precise and decisive.

In the end, all of their training, planning, and preparation would prove essential to the successful completion of the mission. Intelligence operatives estimated that the SEAL team would have approximately forty minutes to complete the operation. During that time they would have to breach the outer wall, storm the building, eliminate any hostiles, bag their high-profile target, collect as much useful intel as they could carry, and get back out again. Any longer than that and it was likely that Pakistani authorities would be alerted to the raid and could potentially respond with force. That could have been potentially disastrous for the SEAL team itself, but would also prove to be a serious PR nightmare for the US military and government. Once the smoke had cleared, however, the entire operation took just thirty-eight minutes to complete, with bin Laden himself being eliminated within the first fifteen minutes.

Operation Neptune Spear is easily the most high-profile SEAL operation that has ever been revealed to the public. It proved to be a major success not just because Osama bin Laden was eliminated at long last, but also because the SEALs came home with a treasure trove of intelligence data. The team collected numerous hard drives, laptops, USB drives, and hardcopy files that offered details on the inner workings of the Al-Qaeda organization, all without losing a single man or incurring any serious injuries.

Of course, the Navy SEALs and intelligence officers who took part in the raid are professionals whose job it is to identify and eliminate obstacles that can get in the way of the success of a mission. These individuals have gone through extensive training that allows them to identify potential challenges and find ways to overcome them. Their jobs—and often their wellbeing—depend on knowing what they’ll face in the field and being prepared to take on any obstacle that comes their way. That so happens to be a skillset that can benefit non-SEALs as well, as we all face obstacles in achieving the things we want to do in our lives on a regular basis.
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It is not the mountain we conquer, but ourselves.”

—Sir Edmund Hillary

 

In the purest sense of the word, an obstacle is something that blocks our way or hinders our progress towards a destination or goal. Obviously, obstacles can come in a number of different forms and sizes, although all are impediments to our success. Large obstacles are often those that are the most difficult to overcome, while smaller ones present simpler hurdles that are usually less of a challenge to negotiate. Similarly, obstacles that are physical in nature—ones that we can see, feel, and touch—are generally less complicated to work around simply because they are easier for us to comprehend and formulate a plan to circumvent.

Conversely, some of the most challenging obstacles of all are the ones that are intangible, meaning they can’t be easily seen or touched. These types of obstacles usually come from within ourselves, often in the form of self-doubt, indecision, and fear. Facing those challenges can be difficult, as it often requires a great deal of self-reflection and introspection.

Whether you’re starting a new business, designing a groundbreaking product, or just setting goals for your own personal health and fitness, you’ll almost certainly face more than a few obstacles on your road to success. One of the things you’ll want to do first after setting a goal for yourself is to begin to identify the obstacles you think you could encounter along the way. Sometimes those obstacles will come in the form of a direct competitor or the environment around us. Other times, it will be something more ethereal, such as a lack of time to prepare or our own fears rising up to hold us back. Either way, being able to recognize these barriers and finding a way to go over, around, or through them will be crucial to achieving whatever it is we’ve set out to accomplish.

The first step to overcoming any obstacle that stands in your way is identifying exactly what those obstacles actually are. At times this will be something that is fairly straightforward and easy to do, as many of the challenges we face will seem obvious at first glance. This can include things like a fellow competitor in an athletic event or the need to raise capital to start a business. And while these types of obstacles may be easy to identify, that doesn’t mean that they are necessarily easy to overcome.

In order to identify the obstacles you could face when embarking on just about any endeavor, it often pays to sit down and make a list of the challenges that you anticipate along the way. For instance, when preparing to successfully run a marathon you might list such things as “finding time to train” and “creating a proper nutritional plan.” On the other hand, if you’re looking to get a business off the ground, the list might contain items such as “locate affordable office space” or “find investors.”

The entire point of the list is to make it easier for us to assess the challenges that lie ahead in order to be better prepared to eventually deal with them. After all, you can’t clear a hurdle if you don’t even know that it exists. At this stage you’re not necessarily trying to find ways to overcome the obstacles—that will come later—but instead you’re focused on gathering knowledge and information that could help you to be better prepared for when the time comes to deal with the challenges that could potentially trip you up.

You may also find that there are plenty of obstacles that can be surprisingly difficult to identify, which in turn makes them much more challenging to plan for and find ways to overcome. Those types of road blocks often force us to be more thoughtful, requiring a higher degree of personal introspection just to identify them. Those obstacles will take the form of self-doubt, uncertainty, and indecision, which can bring a level of paralysis that keeps us from moving forward with our plans. Believe it or not, many people fail to achieve their goals simply because they can’t overcome one of the biggest and most challenging obstacles of all—their own fears.

The SEALs that assaulted Osama bin Laden’s compound in Pakistan easily identified the obvious obstacles including the exterior walls, security gates, and the armed personnel located inside the building. They also knew that Pakistani military and local police could cause major problems if they were alerted to the operation. Variables such as wind, temperature, and even the phase of the moon were taken into consideration and accounted for as well. Those things may seem trivial to the untrained civilian, but taking those seemingly inconsequential factors into account gave Operation Neptune Spear a greater chance of success.

What wasn’t known was just how many hostiles were located inside the compound, as well as what types of weapons they had at their disposal. The exact layout of the interior of the home remained a mystery, too, as did the location of the high-value asset that they were hunting. Even with all of the sophisticated technology and modern intelligence gathering that the military had at its disposal, there was still a measure of guesswork that went into planning for the mission.

The SEALs’ training and experience helped to eliminate concerns about fear and self-doubt because the men who were a part of Operation Neptune Spear had faced similar challenges in the past. Not only had they drilled countless times for the mission prior to setting out for Pakistan, they had conducted these types of raids before. This made each of them preeminently qualified to be a part of the team, which consisted of some of the most skilled and well-trained warriors on the planet.

Knowledge and experience can play a critical role in identifying obstacles, allowing us to better understand and evaluate the challenges we face at any given time. When you’ve encountered similar challenges in the past, the ability to spot those same kind of hurdles—and find ways to get past them—becomes much easier. Experience and familiarity can turn what was once a seemingly insurmountable obstacle into nothing more than a mole hill that becomes just a speed bump on the path to our objectives. Along the way, it can provide a nice boost to our confidence too.

Of course, the opposite can be true as well. Not properly identifying an obstacle can create a road block that may seem impossible to overcome upon first glance, especially if you’ve never dealt with a similar challenge before. This can end up shaking your confidence and decision-making abilities to the core, causing you to rethink your entire strategy. At those times, it is important to step back, take a breath, realistically assess the situation, and look for solutions that provide a clear path that allows us to forge ahead.
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We may encounter many defeats but we must not be defeated.”

—Maya Angelou

 

In the end however, dealing with the unknown is simply a part of the learning process that allows us to continue advancing towards our goals. Keep in mind that no matter how much we plan, prepare, and train, there will always be things we don’t see coming. Such was the case for the two men who became the first to summit Mt. Everest, as they encountered a very real and tangible obstacle that would prove to be their final hurdle on the way to the top.

When Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay set off to reach the summit of Everest on May 29, 1953, they realized that if they were going to be successful they would need to overcome a number of significant challenges that were in their way. For instance, they knew that the extremely thin air at altitude would make their ascent a slow and difficult one. They also knew that the steep slopes leading to the summit would be physically draining and potentially dangerous. And while the weather was quite good when they left their high camp, they also knew that conditions could change very quickly on the world’s highest peak.

For more than three decades, teams of climbers had been looking for a way to conquer Everest. All previous attempts had been turned back due to poor weather, difficult terrain, or the lack of proper equipment. In fact, just three days earlier, two of Hillary and Norgay’s teammates—Tom Bourdillon and Charles Evans—were forced to abandon their ascent when they experienced issues with the oxygen masks that allow them to breathe at such high altitudes. At the time they were just 300 feet below the ever-elusive summit, but it might as well have been a mile. Without properly functioning gear, there was no way to get up and down the mountain safely.

After waiting out a storm, Hillary and Norgay launched their own summit bid on May 28, reaching as high as 27,900 feet where they spent a long, cold night in a small tent waiting impatiently for the arrival of daybreak. The following morning, they climbed even higher, eventually passing the point at which Bourdillon and Evans turned back. From then on, they would be hiking in completely unexplored territory, where it was possible they could encounter any number of unknown obstacles that would prevent them from reaching their goal.

The two men made rapid progress and soon found themselves within striking distance of the summit. But before they could take those few remaining steps to the top of the world, there was one final obstacle to overcome. This last hurdle presented itself in the form of a forty-foot tall, sheer rock face with few handholds to grab. It was by far the most technical climbing they had experienced on the entire route. To make matters worse, the imposing wall was flanked by precipitous drops on either side. To the right was a 10,000-foot plummet, while the left was only slightly less intimidating with its 8,000-foot drop. One wrong move could prove disastrous.

If this particular rock face were located at a lower altitude it would prove to be a fairly minor challenge at most. But standing at nearly 29,000 feet, while wearing thirty-pound backpacks, not to mention oxygen tanks and masks, it suddenly became a far more difficult hurdle to get past. Add in the fact that Hillary and Norgay were both cold and exhausted, and suddenly this relatively short forty-foot wall grew into something much larger and even more intimidating. Still, the two men hadn’t come all that way just to turn back now.

While examining this final obstacle, Hillary noticed a crack that was visible between the rock itself and the thick coating of snow and ice that covered it. Seeing no other option, he jammed his body into that crack and began to shimmy his way upwards. His considerable experience and talent at rock climbing was put to good use as he slowly, but surely, made his way to the top of the crack, eventually popping out at the top of the wall itself. His companion, who had far less rock climbing experience, followed as best he could, eventually scrambling up the wall as well.
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