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For Sophia and Luke


May you and all the world’s children realize your magnificence. May your elders guide you with the wisdom and compassion that help you unleash your greatness.


May we all find the courage to transform our lives and create a world where all may thrive.





Sirens



by Laurie Lewis


Somewhere out there,
I hear the sirens sing.


Come on, let go, give in, we know it’s what you want.


It’s what we want for you.


Come join our song within the deep green blue.


I’ve read the tales,


I’ve seen the drowning souls.


I know my fate


should the song take hold—


yet it must be sweet surrender.


My throat, it aches


from holding back its voice.


I stop my ears,


for I have made my choice,


though the song is so tender.


Somewhere out there,


I hear the sirens sing.


Come on


Let go


Give in


We know it’s what you want.


It’s what we want for you.


Come join our song


within the deep green blue.


Just one more step.


Let the wavelets kiss my toes


before I turn back


to the safety of the shore.


Come on. Let go. Give in.


We know it’s what you want.


It’s what we want for you.


Come join our song


within the deep green blue.


Come on. Let go. Come on. Let go.1


(From Blossoms, Spruce and Maple Music)
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An Invitation to Thrive


There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you.


—Maya Angelou


Only 56 percent of Americans and 24 percent of adults throughout the world consider themselves to be thriving. The rest of those surveyed see themselves either as “struggling” or “suffering.”1 These statistics are alarming because they show how much human potential is being squandered that, if unleashed, could change the lives and fortunes of so many. Without being aware of what we’re doing, many of us have settled for surviving when we could be thriving, regardless of how much money we make or how much power we yield.


Not thriving in our life and work creates a negative impact on many levels. It influences how we live, love, parent, and lead. Divorce rates are currently greater than 40 percent in the United States and are predicted to rise even higher as the economy recovers. Over half of working parents say it is difficult for them to balance the responsibilities of their job with the responsibilities of their family, and more than a third of them don’t feel they’re spending enough time with their kids.2 Just over a quarter of workers in the US and 13 percent in the rest of the world feel engaged with their work and are making positive contributions to their organizations.3


Too many people aren’t thriving in their relationships, families, and work. And it doesn’t have to be this way. There is an art and a science to thriving, but we have to learn to use the tools of the science in order to master the art. That’s the purpose of this book. It’s a primer to help you transform the way you live, love, and lead by practically applying the seven keys that help make thriving sustainable, despite the challenges life throws your way.


I define thriving as our capacity to unleash our power to grow, flourish, and experience a sense of trust and well-being in ourselves, our work, and our lives so that we may offer our greatest talents and capabilities to the world while helping others do the same. Most of us, once our basic needs are met, desire to make a difference. We hope to pass on a legacy that means something to someone—to make our mark in a way that leaves those whose lives we’ve touched in a better place. Our motivations vary. For some, it’s becoming the best parent, grandparent, teacher, mentor, or friend we can be. For others, it’s becoming a leader who is a master at developing people, building effective teams, or leading a successful organization. Doing our best to make a difference by living our purpose and sharing our gifts is what helps us thrive and feel connected and engaged, regardless of which chapter we’re on in our lives.


For the past twenty-five years, the central question that has guided my life and leadership has been: What helps people move from surviving to thriving? As an executive coach, transformational leadership expert, and educator, I’ve worked with hundreds of people who’ve sought answers to similar questions. At the time, they may not have even been aware of the deep human yearning to thrive at the root of their longing. They experienced a sense of gnawing dissatisfaction that made them wonder, Is this all there is? Yet underneath that question lives a much deeper one: How can I learn to thrive and not hold myself back from being all that I’m capable of becoming? That is the question this book helps answer.


Our lives are works in progress, journeys with few maps. But along the way, I’ve discovered some answers that have served as guideposts in my travels. Though I’ve been committed to my own transformational journey for almost thirty years, my path to thriving began in earnest almost four years ago with a trio of three seemingly random events.


The first instance occurred on a rainy winter’s night in Berkeley, California. While driving to the theater, I was listening to Laurie Lewis’s song “Sirens.” The lyrics suddenly spoke to me: “Come on. Let go. Give in. We know it’s what you want. It’s what we want for you.”4 A song with simple words, but they spoke deeply to my soul. As the tears flowed, I experienced a moment of epiphany. I knew without a shadow of a doubt that there was something I was being called to do that I’d been resisting for many years. Laurie’s words were an invitation to step into a bigger life, to move beyond my fears, to claim what I had known for years was part of my work in the world—to be an author and a speaker. That moment was the inspiration for this book. It was my summons to thrive.


A month later, I experienced the second event at a baby shower in Manhattan. At the party, I was surrounded by a sea of accomplished professionals, including a number of distinguished Ivy League professors, authors, and poets. As I allowed the comparing mind inside my head to measure me against the others at the party, I felt inept, as if I had never accomplished anything in my life. What made me think I could ever be a writer? My inner critic was relentless, and I spiraled into a state of despair.


Shortly after returning home, I met with a trusted adviser, Laura. That meeting signaled the third event that planted the seed for this book. Laura sent me an e-mail after our conversation about my plague of self-doubt. After we talked last night, she wrote, it occurred to me that when the comparing mind is active, it might be the Bright Shadow at work. She offered several resources about the Jungian concept of the Bright Shadow: the part of ourselves that holds our greatest potential—potential that we are able to see in others but unconsciously reject in ourselves.


Exploring the topic of the Bright Shadow led me to a gem I didn’t even know I’d been searching for: the Jonah complex, a concept developed by Dr. Abraham Maslow. This theory, based on the metaphor of the story of the prophet Jonah in the Old Testament of the Bible, explores the reasons why, as human beings, we’re afraid to express our deepest potential and become our greatest selves. In fact, Maslow believed that our fear of success is as great as our fear of failure.5


Reading about the Jonah complex made everything clear. You need to write about the Jonah complex and what keeps people stuck in surviving when they could be thriving, my intuition directed. And then you need to provide a path that will help people unlock their potential to thrive. This is the book you were born to write, and everything you’ve experienced in your life thus far has led you to this point.


I felt awed and humbled by the task ahead. But it wasn’t going to be so easy, because my instructions came with a postscript: You can’t write this book until you’ve learned to live it. In other words, First you walk the path. THEN you offer guidance.


For almost four years, I’ve been on a path like Jonah’s as I’ve agreed to accept my calling. And, like Jonah, I’ve had to learn how to thrive in life’s sometimes stormy seas. During this time, I’ve learned much, and experienced deep joy and great sadness. Hurts and disappointments have tested my resilience and conviction and forced me to meet my fears. The gifts this journey has offered are the discovery and reclamation of my authentic self and a deeper expression of my gifts. I’ve been blessed to know the joy and grace that come when we cease comparing ourselves to others and learn to love and accept ourselves as we are. My inner landscape has been transformed, and my outer life is richer than I ever dreamed possible, regardless of what I produce, accomplish, or eventually become. For the first time in my life, I know what it means to thrive.


Two years ago, on a sunny spring day, that new awareness became glaringly apparent. While waiting in a corporate cafeteria, preparing to meet with a prospective coaching client, I watched the glistening lake outside the picture window echo the gift of the morning sun. A mother duck scampered by with her ducklings in tow. As I spoke with my client, I was overcome by a feeling of compassion and peace that transcended time and the words that passed between us. I saw myself in her image. I felt empathy for her struggles because at one time in my life, the issues she faced had also been mine. I felt fully present, completely trusting, deeply grateful for the gift of life, and humbled by the common humanity we shared. And I wanted to do whatever I could to help alleviate her suffering.


I have experienced feelings of deep connection often, though never quite as overwhelmingly as on that particular day. In that instant, I knew in the sinews of my being what it means to thrive—that thriving is our capacity to receive and accept what is standing right in front of us in every moment we are given. It is our ability to grow, flourish, and experience a sense of trust and well-being while also appreciating how much we need one another to make the journey. It is our willingness to pay forward what we learn in ways that help alleviate our own and others’ suffering. And living on the thriver’s edge is challenging, because it means developing the capacity to sustain that mindset, even in difficult times. That day in the cafeteria, I felt deeply grateful that after many stops and starts, I had fully landed in my life. This feeling of gratitude and assuredness continues to sustain me to this day.


It is my hope that this book will serve as a road map for readers who yearn to undertake the journey to thrive and become exemplars for others to follow, regardless of their station in life, their age, or their occupation. Every map must have a legend, so I have organized this book in a way I hope will make your travels fruitful. In Chapter 2, we’ll explore the story of Jonah and Maslow’s Jonah complex, which illuminates the roadblocks you are likely to encounter on the path that leads to thriving. In Chapter 3, we’ll consider the four signposts we’re called to heed so we don’t lose faith when times are challenging or we get lost along the way. In Chapter 4, we’ll delve into the mindset of a thriver and introduce the seven keys that help you unlock your power to thrive—trust, humility, resilience, inner direction, vision, expansiveness, and responsibility. And in Chapters 5 through 11, we’ll explore each of these keys more deeply, providing examples, practices, and reflection questions that will help you on your quest. Finally, in Chapter 12, we’ll pull it all together and discover what it takes to make thriving sustainable, even when times are tough.


Every journey takes time to complete, so my advice in reading this book is to take it slowly. Make it a six-month project. Read a new chapter and digest it for several weeks before moving on to the next. This book isn’t intended to be a quick read. Just like the rhythm of life, it’s meant to unfold one day at a time. Allow yourself to luxuriate in the practices and questions at the end of each chapter. As one of my teachers, James Flaherty, used to say, “Development happens in biological time.” So don’t try to rush it. Allow what you learn about yourself to seep into your soul like a warm spring rain. Let it refresh you and nurture your growth. Allow it to help you bloom where you’re planted in your own right time.


If the words I offer inspire you to share more of your gifts with others, then my hopes for this book will have been fulfilled. What I have learned is that being willing and committed to make the journey of transformation is the greatest treasure we can give ourselves—and ultimately one another. As author Marianne Williamson wrote in her book A Return to Love,


Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness, that most frightens us. We ask ourselves, “Who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, and fabulous?” Actually, who are you not to be? You are a child of God. Your playing small does not serve the world. There is nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people won’t feel insecure around you. We are all meant to shine, as children do. We were born to make manifest the glory of God that is within us. It’s not just in some of us; it’s in everyone. And as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give other people permission to do the same. As we are liberated from our own fear, our presence automatically liberates others.6


Consider for a moment how our world be transformed if we supported one another to become the magnificent beings we are designed to be. How would our lives be different if all of us were thriving, unencumbered by fear and regret? What if we each discovered the power that helped us remove the blinders that keep us from shining our light as brightly as it was intended? Imagine the treasure of gifts and talents we could bestow upon the world.


I invite you to embark on this journey to unleash your power to thrive—to join me on a quest to blossom into the magnificent being you are meant to be, create a ripple effect in the world, and pay forward what you learn. I encourage you to say an unequivocal “yes” to learning to live on the thriver’s edge. I promise that you won’t regret your decision.
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Overcoming Our Fear of Greatness


I have learned over the years that when one’s mind is made up, this diminishes fear; knowing what must be done does away with fear.


—Rosa Parks


JONAH’S JOURNEY


A long time ago, in a land far away, lived an Israelite named Jonah. Jonah was a merchant, and one day, while he was out selling his wares, God stopped him on the roadside and offered him a colossal assignment. “Jonah,” God said, “go to Nineveh and tell my people to change their evil ways, or they will be destroyed.”


God’s request terrified Jonah. Nineveh was the capital of Assyria, Israel’s enemy. Jonah had nothing but hatred in his heart for the Assyrians. After recovering from the shock of God’s unexpected appearance, Jonah thought to himself, Why would God ask me to take on this demanding mission? I’m just a simple shopkeeper trying to take care of my family. I mind my own business and have no interest in inciting a riot or making waves. Besides, why would I want to try to save these people I loathe? So Jonah decided the best thing he could do to avoid saying “yes” to God’s request was to run as fast his feet would carry him in the opposite direction.


When he arrived at the shoreline, Jonah hitched a ride on a boat heading south. At nightfall, a massive storm approached. Lightning lit up the sky like roman candles. Thunder shuddered through the sailors’ bones, inspiring a sense of approaching doom that shook them to their core. Soon they realized this was no ordinary storm that besieged them. The crew surveyed each passenger with suspicious eyes, certain one of them was to blame for the torrential gale that threatened life and limb.


Jonah decided to confess his offense and accept the blame for their predicament. Trembling with fear, he told the ship’s crew, “It’s my fault we’re in this terrible situation. God stopped me on the road today and gave me a job I refused to accept, so I’m the one he’s angry with. As soon as we make it to shore, I’ll leave and be on my way.” As another wave roared over the bow and threatened to capsize their boat, the sailors decided if they were to survive, they had better get rid of the traitor. Three burly men grabbed Jonah by his arms, and with all their might, heaved his body overboard.


As the boat lurched away, Jonah tumbled head over heels into the cold black sea, gasping for air as wave after wave engulfed him. As raging water filled his lungs, he spiraled deeper into darkness. As he sought to make peace with his impending death, the details of his life flashed vividly before him: the time he’d swindled a customer, the moments he’d lost his temper and yelled at his son, the minute he’d told God “no” and cheated himself and the world of his gifts.


Then suddenly, out of the abyss, a monstrous fish appeared. Confronted by its steel-gray eyes, Jonah fought the current with all his might and tried desperately to swim away. But that was not to be. The whale’s massive mouth opened like the doorway of death and swallowed Jonah whole.


For the next three days and nights, Jonah tumbled and tossed like a minnow in the belly of the whale. But the chaos around him was nothing compared to the turmoil he felt within. These three days offered Jonah time to reflect on the man he had been and was now being asked to become. Grappling with a guilty conscience, Jonah took responsibility for his lack of faith in himself and his mission.


On the third night, Jonah reached a crossroads. Finally willing to accept his fate, he said, “God, if you will spare my life, I agree despite all my misgivings to fulfill the call that I’ve been given.” Moments later, the great fish wretched and heaved, propelling Jonah like a cannonball onto the waiting shore.


Though filled with serious doubts that he was up to the task, Jonah set off on the journey to Nineveh. Days later, he stepped out in faith and delivered God’s message to his enemies. Jonah had no training as an orator, yet people gathered from miles around to hear him speak. In the matter of a few short yet grueling days, the merchant became the prophet. After proclaiming God’s message on every block, Jonah left the city and built a shelter. There he waited patiently to discover the people’s fate. After several more trials that tested his faith, Jonah fulfilled his destiny and Nineveh was saved.


HOW WE ARE LIKE JONAH


You may ask, What does a story about an ancient prophet have to do with me? Just like Jonah, we all have a purpose that we were born to fulfill. And most of us have more potential to contribute to the world than we are using. And, just like Jonah, we have times in our life when we are called to step up and offer our gifts, regardless of our fears. Those unexpressed gifts may take the form of being a more authentic leader, a kinder parent, or a more patient teacher. Or perhaps it’s something entirely different than the current roles we play or have even considered. Thriving is our birthright. And in order to thrive, we are called to unleash our potential by answering the call of our souls to become the best that we can be.


So why aren’t we all thriving? Why was it so difficult for Jonah to accept and act on his call to greatness? Why is it so challenging for many of us to do the same? What causes us to limit ourselves from expressing our highest potential?



THE JONAH COMPLEX AND THE FEAR OF GREATNESS


Dr. Abraham Maslow, a psychiatrist and leader in the human potential movement, explored this question almost fifty years ago. He believed the allegory of Jonah and the whale was rich with meaning for human-kind. Maslow, whose mission was to help people self-actualize and fulfill their potential, outlined several parallels from the Jonah story that are relevant and instructive for our lives today. Maslow used the term “the Jonah complex” as a way of expressing the challenges we face in unleashing our true potential and allowing our talents to be expressed.7


Exploring the Jonah complex asks us to consider these questions: Will we take the risk to thrive by fulfilling our true potential, or will we settle for mediocrity, seek comfort, and limit ourselves because of fears that hold us back? Will we make the choice to break through our fears to become all that we can be, or will we, as Henry David Thoreau wrote, “lead lives of quiet desperation” and allow life to pass us by?


FIVE FEARS THAT BLOCK US FROM UNLEASHING OUR FULL POTENTIAL


Maslow theorized that human beings yearn to grow and express our potential, yet our fears of greatness stop us. As Maslow said, we evade our destiny and deny our greatest talents. He believed that we fear being wildly successful in our lives as much as we fear failure. If we don’t try, we can’t fail. Because of this often unconscious fear, many of us unwittingly limit ourselves from becoming all we can be.


One of the reasons we limit ourselves, according to Maslow, is because we may be frightened of having to assume greater responsibility in our lives if we fully express our potential. We may also fear being ostracized or rejected by others if our mark is too big in the world, and we may be afraid of becoming overwhelmed by the process of this kind of growth. Or perhaps we fear losing control of our lives due to the intensity of the experience. And in the worst case, we’re afraid that we might become paranoid due to a false sense of pride that would make us question other peoples’ motives.


At the root of these fears, Maslow said, is the fear of our own greatness. “We fear our highest possibilities (as well as our lowest ones),” he wrote. “We are generally afraid to become that which we can glimpse in our most perfect moments, under the most perfect conditions, under conditions of greatest courage … we simultaneously shiver with weakness, awe, and fear before these very same possibilities.”8 Couple this with the admonition many of us heard as children, “Don’t get too big for your britches,” and we find ourselves shrinking and growing smaller, rather than bolder and bigger, as we mature. In order to understand the fears that Maslow spoke about that drive us to shrink—responsibility, rejection, being overwhelmed, disintegration, and pride—let’s explore how each one of these fears affects us.


First, if we succeed beyond our wildest dreams, it might result in our having to be responsible for more than we believe we can deliver. When Jonah agreed to fulfill his mission, he had the fate of thousands in his hands. He was also in a bind because the people he was being asked by God to save were his enemies. If he weren’t articulate or persuasive enough, thousands would likely perish, and he would disappoint none other than the creator of the universe. The stakes couldn’t be higher, and Jonah was conflicted. Being a leader of a team, an organization, or a family has similar implications. It’s not always an easy job. We are bound to have conflicts, but we are still responsible for other people’s well-being because they depend on us. And the broader the scope and reach, the greater our responsibility for others.


As Eleanor Roosevelt wrote, “Freedom makes a huge requirement of every human being. With freedom comes responsibility. For the person who is unwilling to grow up, the person who does not want to carry his own weight, this is a frightening prospect.”9 In other words, the more we live into our greatness, the more freedom we have to make choices in our lives and work. Yet the paradox is that the more freedom we have, the more we are asked to contribute—the more of ourselves we are asked to give back to the world. Sometimes it feels easier to settle for what’s comfortable, for what’s familiar, because we can maintain the illusion that we’re somehow safe and in control.


The second fear Maslow spoke about in expressing our greatness is that if we really accept our call and fulfill our potential, others might reject us. People might be jealous of our accomplishments, withdraw their support, or even abandon us. A great example of this fear is known as “crab mentality.” When you put crabs into a pot to steam them, rather than using one another as leverage so they can all climb up the side of the pot and escape, they grab onto each other and pull each other back down into the water. And they do this repeatedly until the end result is that none of them survive. Crab mentality holds us back and keeps us from being all that we are capable of becoming. We hold ourselves back in order to fit in with others, and we discount others in hopes they won’t pass us by.


Yet we each have a choice of whether to behave like a crab or a champion. We can either choose to associate with people who seek to diminish us or spend our time with champions who support us in becoming our best. One of my favorite stories about being a champion was shared by Bill, a leader who participated in one of our leadership development programs several years ago.10


Bill had trained diligently to compete in an Ironman competition for more than a year. When the big day finally arrived, despite a number of physical challenges, he completed the swimming and biking portions of the triathlon and was making good progress. More than halfway through the final portion of the marathon, a 26.2-mile run, he found himself racing next to a man named Jeremy. Jeremy told Bill he was exhausted and had decided he had no choice but to quit. At that moment, Bill had to make a decision. Would he keep running and continue to make good time, or would he slow down and try to help Jeremy? In that moment, he said, his choice became clear.


Bill recounted that he pointed to a light post down the hill and said, “Jeremy, do you think you can make it to that light post? I’ll run beside you if you can.” Jeremy nodded, and Bill continued this strategy, guiding Jeremy marker by marker for the remaining ten miles. With Bill’s encouragement, they crossed the finish line a few hours later together.


When he told the group the story of what he learned from this experience, Bill said, “Even though it took me longer to reach the finish line by slowing down to help Jeremy, coming in at the front of the pack became much less important to me than helping him succeed, because I knew if I left him, he would quit.” Bill realized that helping another person so they could both finish the race was a greater victory than crossing the finish line earlier himself.


Bill’s story illustrates how moving into greatness requires letting go of the influence of the crabs in our lives and aligning ourselves with people who will support us in expressing our potential, even in those moments when we can’t envision it for ourselves.


The third belief Maslow named that holds us back from stepping into our greatness is the fear that the process of fulfilling our destiny will be too overwhelming. He used the metaphor of “staring into the sun” to describe this concern.11 As human beings, we have not yet developed the capacity to stare into the sun and maintain our gaze without damaging our eyes. It is easy to become paralyzed by the fear of the intensity of the changes that might occur in our lives if we think we must respond to our calling in one epochal moment. But the truth is, this rarely happens. Even Jonah was given time to pause and reflect on his mission before he agreed to accept it.


Our self-insight deepens through the life experiences we gain over time, which allows us to expand our perspective on what’s possible. We develop the skills and capacities needed to fulfill our potential, assuming we are willing to allow the process to unfold. For example, when I was twenty-seven years old, I received the call to become a writer and a teacher. I remember that day vividly. Marianne Williamson was lecturing on A Course in Miracles12 in West Hollywood, California. Rainbows of brilliant light refracted through the stained glass windows of the church where she was speaking and bathed my soul in clarity and peace. As I received that call, I responded with the prayer, God, please don’t send me out into the world to do this work until I’m ready. Help me learn to treat every person I meet with respect. Take away my pride and help me learn to never abuse any power I am granted. Before you send me out in the world to do this work, please make sure that I’m ready.


I uttered that prayer nearly thirty years ago. At every step along the way, my life has been filled with experiences that have prepared me for the next part of my journey. I survived a major illness that kept me sidelined from the world for several years and humbled me deeply. I had an interfaith ministry for twelve years in an assisted living center that helped develop my writing skills, as it required me to write a sermon twice each month. I finished two books I never published, so I experienced the pain and growth that come from reaching for a dream that remains unfulfilled. One year, I worked part-time as a hospice chaplain, which transformed my priorities and gave me deep appreciation of what’s truly important. Six years ago, I finished a doctoral dissertation which instilled in me the confidence that I could actually publish a book. For the past seven years, I’ve worked as an adjunct professor teaching leadership development in an MBA program, which has helped me hone the craft of teaching. And over the past twenty-three years, I’ve had the honor of coaching and developing several hundred leaders and executives in my leadership and organization development practice. This work has opened my eyes and heart to the challenges we face as we transform ourselves and attempt to unleash our potential in the world.


My journey toward fulfilling my destiny has been unfolding one step at a time, one day at a time, and one awakening at a time, as it has with my coaching clients. Living into our greatness isn’t an event. It’s a process. It’s not a straight line; it’s a spiral. And we have the choice each day to say, “Yes, bring it on!” or “Not today, I need a break.” We are not asked, nor are we expected, to hold our gaze indefinitely on the sun.
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“If you want to take your
life to the next level of
thriving, fulfillment, inner
peace, love, joy, and still be
more effective at work, read
The Thriver’s Edge. I promise
you’ll be glad you did.”
—JACK CANFIELD,
NewYork Times best-selling

author of The Success Principles
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