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            Introduction: Rugged Flexibility—A New Model for Working with Change and Thinking About Identity over Time

         
         “The ground was shifting beneath my feet,” remembers Thomas, a longtime coaching client of mine. “Things felt out of control.”

         
         As was the case for many, 2020 through 2022 were particularly challenging years for Thomas, a forty-five-year-old father of
            two who works at a professional services firm. In the span of a few months, he was forced to work from home; lost his biggest
            client; essentially started homeschooling his children, whose district went remote; witnessed his wife get laid off from her
            job; lost an uncle to the coronavirus; and was unable to spend much in-person time with his father, who died of cancer at
            the beginning of 2022. “So much changed in such a short period of time. It was disorienting and hard to keep up.”
         

         
         Thomas’s story was common during the period in which a novel coronavirus ravaged the globe, leaving significant human and economic destruction in its wake. It disrupted how we work, play, love, grieve, and participate in our communities. The coronavirus pandemic represents what I call a disorder event—something that fundamentally shifts our experience of ourselves and the world we inhabit, sometimes for better and sometimes
            for worse. The pandemic may be the most recent large-scale disorder event, but it is certainly not the first, nor will it
            be the last.
         

         
         Communally, not a decade goes by that we don’t experience dramatic disruptions. Examples include war, the emergence of technologies
            like the internet and more recently artificial intelligence, social and political unrest, economic recession, and environmental
            crises, all of which are intensifying rapidly. Individually, disorder events are even more common. Examples include starting
            a job, leaving a job, getting married, getting divorced, having children, losing a loved one, becoming ill, moving to a new
            town, graduating from school, meeting a new best friend, publishing a book, earning a big promotion, becoming an empty nester,
            retiring, and so on. Research shows that, on average,1 people experience thirty-six disorder events in the course of their adulthood—or about one every eighteen months. This does
            not include aging, the ever-present, ongoing disorder event that many of us futilely resist and deny. We tend to think that
            change and disorder are the exceptions when, in reality, they are the rules. Look closely and you’ll see that everything is
            always changing, including us. Life is flux. 
         

         
         In the few years preceding this book, I published The Practice of Groundedness, had a second child, left a secure job, moved across the country, stopped participating in a sport that, for years, had been an outsized source of my identity, had surgery on my leg, and became painfully estranged from certain family members. Notice this list of changes includes a mix of the good and the bad: it wasn’t just that hard things happened in this short period of time, it’s that a lot of things happened in this short period of time. It was overwhelming, and it made for an interesting, if not challenging,
            few years.
         

         
         Whenever I shared any of these major life experiences with clients, colleagues, friends, and neighbors they immediately empathized
            with the fact that I found it at least somewhat disorienting. I learned I was not alone: just about everyone experiences the
            doubt, fear, and bewilderment that come with recognizing, up close and personal, that life is not as stable as we think or
            would like it to be.
         

         
         Herein lies a problem. A central narrative in our culture urges us to seek stability, yet this doesn’t reflect the reality
            that change is constant—and that, with the right skills, it can be a dramatic force for growth. It’s time to flip that script.
            Accepting the inevitability of it can be scary at first, but as I’ve come to see, and as you’ll read throughout this book,
            embracing life’s fluidity actually turns out to be empowering and even an advantage. No doubt, change can hurt, but it comes
            with all sorts of benefits too.
         

         
         Learning an entirely new way to conceive of and work with change—what I’ve come to call “rugged flexibility”—minimizes distress,
            restlessness, and angst while promoting deep happiness and lasting fulfillment. It also leads to better and more sustainable
            performance on the activities and pursuits about which we care most. In this way, rugged flexibility is foundational to sustainable
            excellence: doing good and feeling good in a way that supports our long-term goals. Equally important is that skillfully working with change makes for kinder and wiser people—something the world desperately needs. Plus, it’s not like we have any choice in the matter: though you may wish it weren’t so, you simply cannot pause time or control life. Trying to is a fool’s errand, utterly exhausting and a common cause of burnout and languishing for otherwise healthy people. 

         
          

         The latest findings from psychology, biology, sociology, philosophy, and cutting-edge neuroscience all demonstrate that change
            itself is neutral. It becomes negative or positive based on how we view it and, more importantly, what we do with it. Meanwhile,
            unlike in the modern-day West, where we view life as linear and relatively stable, many of the world’s ancient wisdom traditions,
            such as Buddhism, Stoicism, and Taoism, recognize the cyclical nature of reality and the pervasiveness of change. Ancient
            wisdom and modern science agree that impermanence is an undeniable reality, a fundamental truth of the universe. Clinging
            to the illusion of permanence, hoping that we won’t be struck by change, that we’ll stay more or less the same, is misguided
            at best and leads to suffering at worst. Life is an ongoing and oscillating series of ebbs and flows. Developing a strong,
            enduring, and cohesive sense of self demands specific skills to ride the waves. Unfortunately, these skills aren’t typically
            taught in school, and they have been largely neglected by recent generations, who far too often have deluded themselves with
            ideas of control, security, and constancy—all of which work fine . . . until they don’t.
         

         
         So here we are. My central goal in this endeavor is to look across science, wisdom, history, and practice to put forward a comprehensive framework that encompasses the foundational qualities you need to not just survive, but thrive, amidst change and disorder. I call this Rugged Flexibility. But before we dive into this new way to conceive of and work with change, it is helpful to understand how we wound up where we are today: a place where we fear instability and volatility, and feel underpowered in their midst. Knowing how we got to where we are will help us get to where we want to go. 

         
         
            Why—and How—We Get Change Wrong

            In 1865, a fifty-two-year-old French physician named Claude Bernard arrived at a breakthrough insight. Based on his observations
               of the human body, he proposed a model that viewed change and disruption as antithetical to health. “The fixity of the internal
               environment2 is the condition for free life,” he explained to his many followers in the then-burgeoning scientific community. It wasn’t
               until more than sixty years later, in 1926, that an American scientist named Walter Cannon officially coined the term homeostasis.
            

            
            Most people are aware of homeostasis, even if they are not scientists. The word’s origin comes from the Greek homoios, which means “similar” or “same,” and stasis, which means “standing.” Its modern definition is “the tendency of living systems to resist change in order to maintain stable,
               relatively constant internal environments.” Homeostasis describes a cycle of order, disorder, and order. It states that a
               system has stability at X, an event occurs that causes disorder and moves the system to chaos and uncertainty at Y, and then the system does everything possible to get back to stability at X, and as swiftly as it can. For example, if you become ill, your body may develop a fever, but numerous processes work to return
               your temperature to its baseline of 98.6 degrees Fahrenheit.
            

            
            In some narrow instances (like that of a fever) homeostasis is an accurate model; but as you’ll soon see, in many others it is not. Even so, homeostasis has been adopted as the predominant way to think about change in nearly all domains. If you search “homeostasis” and “change” on the internet, you’ll discover countless articles on topics as diverse as weight loss, writer’s block, quitting smoking, starting a new workout program, and transforming your company’s culture. All are written in the spirit of “overcoming homeostasis” and “fighting against” a deep and universal resistance to change. 

            
            Homeostasis’s long history and simple, intuitive appeal have shaped how people, organizations, and even entire cultures think
               about change. It is responsible for the fact that we generally view external changes as undesirable and the changes we want
               to initiate in ourselves as going against a preordained order. While in some cases the experience of change as abnormal may
               be unavoidable, in the vast majority it is not.
            

            
            Nevertheless, as a result of our longstanding bias, most people tend to respond in one of four ways when faced with change,
               whether to themselves or to the broader structures in their lives.
            

            
            
               	Attempt to Avoid Change or Refuse to Acknowledge ItWe try to insulate ourselves from what is happening around us, sometimes going as far as to deny change altogether. Examples
                     include the company that refuses to shift to a digital business model, the aging basketball player who doubles down on strengths
                     that benefited her during her prime (but no longer do), the man in a broken relationship who refuses to see its problems,
                     or the think tank that cherry-picks its data to avoid facing reality.
                  

                  
               

               	Actively Resist ChangeWe try to stop change from happening, doing everything we can to push back even if change is inevitable and its force overwhelming. Examples include the tennis player who keeps putting off surgery though he has degenerating cartilage in both knees, the company that goes to Capitol Hill to lobby against clean-air regulations instead of innovating, the new parent who takes fruitless measures to preserve her usual nine hours of sleep, the older parent who still wants to tell her college-age daughter what to eat and wear, or the forty-five-year-old who obsessively uses all manner of products in hopes of “reversing” aging. 

                  
               

               	Sacrifice Agency Amidst ChaosWe perceive change as something that happens to us, and thus relinquish all control over the situation. This is the man who receives a scary health diagnosis and immediately
                     stops paying attention to his diet; the woman experiencing anxiety who refuses to get help, telling herself this is just how
                     it will always be; the person who falls victim to the 24–7 news cycle instead of taking control of their attention; the policy
                     makers who throw their hands up at a problem instead of doing something about it; or the company that reacts in a scattershot
                     manner to an increasingly remote workforce rather than developing a thoughtful and deliberate strategy.
                  

                  
               

               	Try to Get Back to Where We WereWe think about what life was like before a disorder event, comparing and contrasting our new situation to the old and defaulting
                     to attitudes and behaviors that served us in the past. This is the man who gets married but still wants to make all his own
                     decisions, the woman who loses her job in a shrinking industry but expects to get rehired into the same role elsewhere, the
                     family that moves across the country and immediately compares every new person they meet to their best friends from back home,
                     or the company that is forced to lay off 20 percent of its workforce but the next day acts as if nothing happened.
                  

                  
               

            

             

            Perhaps not all of the above examples resonate, but you can probably recognize some of these tendencies in yourself, your workplace, your family, or your community. There is a strong propensity to over-index on grasping the old order instead of opening to the possibility of something new. While the above strategies may feel good in the moment, they almost always create problems in the long run. 

            
         
         
            A New Model for Navigating Change and Disorder

            In the late 1980s, two researchers—one a neuroscientist, physiologist, and professor of medicine at the University of Pennsylvania,
               and the other an interdisciplinary scholar with a focus on biology and stress—observed an interesting phenomenon. In the vast
               majority of situations, healthy systems do not rigidly resist change; rather, they adapt to it, moving forward with grace
               and grit. This observation is true whether it is an entire species responding to a shift in its habitat, an organization responding
               to a change in its industry, or a single individual responding to a disorder event in her life or an ongoing process such
               as aging. Following disorder, living systems crave stability, but they achieve that stability somewhere new. Peter Sterling
               (the neuroscientist) and Joseph Eyer (the biologist) coined the term allostasis to describe this process. Allostasis comes from the Greek allo, which means “variable,” and stasis, which, as you learned earlier, means “standing.” Sterling and Eyer defined allostasis as “stability through change.”
            

            
            Whereas homeostasis describes a pattern of order, disorder, order, allostasis describes a pattern of order, disorder, reorder. Homeostasis states that following a disorder event, healthy systems return to stability where they started: X to Y to X. Allostasis states that healthy systems return to stability, but somewhere new: X to Y to Z.* Homeostasis is largely a misnomer. Everything is changing always, including us. We are constantly somewhere in the cycle
               of order, disorder, reorder. Our stability results from our being able to navigate this cycle, or as Sterling and Eyer put it, “We achieve stability
               through change.” I interpret this phrase to have a double meaning: the way to stay stable through the process of change is
               by changing, at least to some extent.
            

            
            To drive the concept home, let’s move from a bird’s-eye view of allostasis to some simple and concrete examples: If you start
               lifting weights or gardening regularly, the skin on your hands will almost always become disturbed. Instead of futilely trying
               to stay smooth, eventually it will develop calluses so it can better meet the challenge. If you are accustomed to constantly
               shifting your attention in a digital world, your brain will, at first, resist reading a book with no distractions. But if
               you stay at it, eventually your brain adapts and rewires itself for focus, which scientists call neurogenesis or neuroplasticity. Still another example is experiencing depression or heartbreak. Recovery is not going back to how you were before you experienced
               intense psychic pain. Rather, it is moving forward, usually with a greater tolerance for emotional distress and increased
               compassion for others who are suffering. In these examples you achieve stability not by fighting change or getting back to
               where you were, but rather by skillfully working with change and arriving at someplace new.
            

            
            “The key goal of regulation3 is not rigid constancy,” writes Sterling. “Rather, it is the flexible capacity for adaptive variation.”
            

            
         
         
            Once You Are Aware of Allostasis, You Start to See It Everywhere

            Sterling and Eyer first described4 the basic tenets of allostasis in 1988, yet the concept is still little known among laypeople. This is unfortunate, because
               it turns out that allostasis is the most accurate and beneficial model for representing change and how our identities evolve
               and grow over time. The following examples show its profound universality.
            

            
            Evolution, the grand theory of natural science, is the process by which life advances via adapting to continually changing circumstances.
               There is no going back to the way things were. Change is a constant. Species that adapt thrive and endure. Species that resist
               suffer and die out.
            

            
            In literature, the “hero’s journey” describes the predominant theme in myths from across cultures and eras. The hero begins
               in a stable home environment; experiences a major change or disorder event; is forced to leave their stable home environment;
               ventures out into a new world where they face obstacles and challenges; and eventually returns home, with a sense of self
               that is the same but also transformed. This archetype describes myths and stories ranging from Moses of the Israelites, to
               Siddhartha Gautama of Buddhism, to Simba of The Lion King and Mirabel of Encanto.

            
            One of the founders of modern psychology,5 Carl Jung, used a circle to represent the ongoing transformation of the self, arguing that the process of individual becoming is one of perpetual adaptation and growth. Since then, newer therapeutic models, such as cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) and acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT), teach people not to resist impermanence or try to get back to where they were, but rather to open up to impermanence, work with it, and transcend it. 

            
            The Franciscan friar Richard Rohr teaches that we become our truest selves through rounds of order, disorder, and reorder.
               He goes as far as to call this the universal wisdom pattern. The Buddhist teacher and psychotherapist Mark Epstein writes that freedom from anxiety requires learning how to navigate
               inevitable cycles of integration, un-integration, and reintegration—what he calls going to pieces without falling apart.
            

            
            In organizational science, researchers describe successful change as a pattern of freezing, unfreezing, and refreezing. The unfreezing period is often chaotic,6 but it is a necessary step to arrive at a stable and enhanced end point. Meanwhile, relational therapists talk about cycles
               of harmony, disharmony, and repair as the key to growth in all of our important bonds.
            

            
            Happy, healthy, and sustainably performing individuals and organizations also exhibit this pattern. They maintain a strong
               and enduring identity by repeatedly remaking themselves. They have the courage to abandon their current station, enter into
               disorder, and arrive at an enhanced stability and sense of self down the road. What they all hold in common is a view of identity
               as both stable and changing at the same time.
            

            
            
               
                  A Few Ways of Representing Ongoing Cycles of Change and Progress

                  
                     	Order ➞ Disorder ➞ Reorder
                     

                     	Stability at X ➞ Chaos and uncertainty at Y ➞ Stability at Z

                     	Integration ➞ Un-integration ➞ Reintegration
                     

                     	Orientation ➞ Disorientation ➞ Reorientation
                     

                     	Freezing ➞ Unfreezing ➞ Refreezing
                     

                     	Harmony ➞ Disharmony ➞ Repair
                     

                  

               

            
            A guiding tenet in my work, as both a writer and a coach, is pattern recognition. I’m not interested in “hacks,” quick fixes, or single small studies, all of which tend to be high on promises but low on real-world efficacy. Regardless of what the marketers, clickbait headlines, and pseudoscience evangelists say, there are no magic lotions, potions, or pills when it comes to genuine excellence, lasting well-being, and enduring strength. What I am interested in is convergence. If multiple fields of scientific inquiry, the world’s major wisdom traditions, and the practices of people and organizations that have demonstrated excellence and fulfillment over time all point toward the same truths, then those truths are probably worth paying attention to. In this instance, change and impermanence are not phenomena to fear or resist—at least not as a default position. Though the historical concept of homeostasis has deeply penetrated our collective psyche, it is an outdated model for navigating life, supporting mental health, and pursuing genuine excellence. Allostasis makes a lot more sense. 

            
         
         
            Rugged Flexibility

            When I first confronted the ubiquity of change, it made me uncomfortable. I am a person who craves stability. I like to have a plan and stick to it. If you were to draw a line with stability on one end and change on the other, you could plot me about a millimeter (and that would be generous) away from the stability extreme. Yet, as I continued down my own life’s path, experiencing all manner of volatility, and as I started researching for this book, it occurred to me that no such line exists. Here’s why this discovery is powerful: In addition to the major vicissitudes of life we touched on earlier—aging, illness, relationships, relocating, social unrest, and so on—once I began to practice the tenets of rugged flexibility that you’ll learn about in the coming pages (emphasizing “practice,” since this will be a lifelong process for all of us),
               I started feeling less restless and worried about the smaller stuff, too. I wasn’t as fazed by unplanned changes in my work.
               I became less frustrated and thrown off when my so-called “perfect” schedule was blown up by a sick kid home from school,
               a dog with diarrhea, an internet outage, and all manner of other proverbial pebbles in my shoes. When I experienced complications
               after a surgery and my rehabilitation time doubled, it didn’t upset me as much as it once would have. Though these things
               seem—and in most cases, are—relatively trivial, they add up, and they leave many of us feeling chronically frustrated and
               showing up short of our potential. Just think about how many bad days at work, arguments with your significant other, and
               sleepless nights, at their root, result from feelings of distress caused by uncertainty and change.
            

            
            While some things in life truly are either/or—you are either driving the speed limit or you are not; you are either pregnant
               or you are not—many are both/and. For example, decision-making is not about reason or emotion; it is about reason and emotion. Toughness is not about self-discipline or self-compassion; it is about self-discipline and self-compassion. Progress in just about any endeavor is not about hard work or rest; it is about hard work and rest. Philosophers call this kind of thinking non-dual. Non-dual thinking recognizes that the world is complex, that much is nuanced, and that truth is often found in paradox:
               not this or that, but this and that. Non-dual thinking is an important, albeit spectacularly underused, concept in many facets of life, including our subject
               matter here. As such, it will come up repeatedly throughout this book.
            

            
            When you apply non-dual thinking to stability and change, an interesting thing happens. The goal is not to be stable and therefore never change. Nor is the goal to sacrifice all sense of stability, passively surrendering yourself to the whims of life. Rather, the goal is to marry these qualities to cultivate what I call rugged flexibility. To be rugged is to be tough, determined, and durable. To be flexible is to consciously respond to altered circumstances
               or conditions, to adapt and bend easily without breaking. Put those together and the result is a gritty endurance, an anti-fragility
               that not only withstands change, but thrives in its midst. This is rugged flexibility, the quality you need to become a master
               of change, to successfully navigate disorder and chaos and endure over the long haul.
            

            
            Rugged flexibility recognizes that after disorder there is no going back to the way things were—no more order, only reorder. The goal of rugged flexibility is to get to a favorable reorder; to maintain a strong core identity, but at the same
               time, to adapt, evolve, and grow. Unlike old ways of approaching change, rugged flexibility conceives of change not as an
               acute event that happens to you, but rather as a constant of life, a cycle in which you are an ongoing participant. Via this
               transformative shift, you come to view change and disorder as something you are in conversation with, an ongoing dance between
               you and your environment. The more skilled you become at this dance, the happier, healthier, and stronger you will be.
            

            
         
         
            The Principles of Rugged Flexibility

            During the preceding years, I’ve spent countless hours thinking about how rugged flexibility can help us master change and how best to develop it. I’ve read thousands upon thousands of pages of philosophy and psychology, scoured the latest neuroscience research, and interviewed hundreds of experts from across disciplines. I’ve gone on this journey for myself, for my coaching clients, and for you. The rest of this book lays out what I’ve found. It is divided into three parts: “Rugged and Flexible Mindset,” “Rugged and Flexible Identity,” and “Rugged and Flexible Actions.” In each part, I will detail the essential, evidence-based qualities, habits, and practices upon which rugged flexibility is founded. 

            
            In part 1, we’ll learn how to develop a rugged and flexible mindset. This will help us cultivate a more harmonious relationship with change. We’ll explore why change is often discombobulating,
               the difference between having and being, and why the insight of impermanence may be scary at first but is ultimately empowering. We’ll dive into fascinating new
               research on the workings of consciousness and learn how to nurture a crucial sensibility called tragic optimism. We’ll see
               how a rugged and flexible mindset requires opening up to the flow of life and expecting it to be hard, which, paradoxically,
               makes change, which is to say life, just a bit easier.
            

            
            In part 2, we’ll learn how to develop a rugged and flexible identity. This will help us to make sense of ourselves when we, and everything around us, are always changing. We’ll investigate age-old
               teachings on selfhood; explore both why the ego is so defiant toward change and how the ego’s strength can actually be helpful
               (that is, until it gets in the way); and dig into the latest research on complexity theory, systems thinking, and ecology.
               We’ll see that diverse fields of inquiry converge around two important themes: developing a fluid sense of self and cultivating
               rugged and flexible boundaries for your unfolding path.
            

            
            In part 3, we’ll learn how to take rugged and flexible actions. While being in conversation with change means relinquishing some agency, it does not mean relinquishing all of it. We cannot control what happens to us, but we can control what we do as a result. We’ll learn about fascinating new research showing that the core of what makes us who we are lies not in our thoughts but in our feelings and the behaviors that give rise to them. We’ll dive deep into the neuroscience of character, learning that while the brain’s hardware is fairly rigid, its software is highly malleable, updating based on the actions we take, particularly in emotionally charged situations. This is welcome news: it allows us to respond rather than react and to turn struggle into meaning. 

            
         
         
            A Road Versus a Path

            Before we dive into the heart of this book, let’s briefly consider the difference between a road and a path, which will serve
               as a useful metaphor going forward. A road is linear and aims to get you from here to there with as much haste and as little
               effort as possible. A road resists the landscape; instead of working with its environment it plows over whatever is in its
               way. When you are traveling on a road, you know your destination. If you get knocked off, it is an unambiguously bad thing;
               you get back on and assume smooth travel again. Interesting opportunities may be calling you from the sides, but when you
               are on a road, the goal is to stay on the road, to get where you are going as fast as you can.
            

            
            A path, on the other hand, is quite different. It works in harmony with its surroundings. When you are traveling on a path you may have a general sense of where you are going, but you are open to navigating, perhaps even making use of, whatever detours arise. A path is not separate from its environment but rather part of it. If you get knocked off a road, it can be traumatizing and disorienting. But there is no getting knocked off a path, since it is always unfolding and revealing itself to you. A road resists time and the elements, building up tension until eventually it cracks and crumbles. A path embraces change and is constantly rerouting itself accordingly. Though at first a road may seem stronger, a path is far more robust, durable, and persistent.
            

            
            Cultivating a strong and enduring sense of self means treating your life like a path. It requires that you do not become too
               attached to any period of “order” or to any specific route, which usually causes more harm than good and leads to all manner
               of missed opportunities. Overwhelming science demonstrates7 that the more distress—what researchers call allostatic load—a person, organization, or culture experiences during periods of disorder, the greater their chance of disease and demise.
               Fortunately, the same science agrees that we can also become stronger and grow from change, and that much about how we navigate
               it is behavioral; that is, it can be developed and practiced, which is what the rest of this book is about.*

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part 1
Rugged and Flexible Mindset

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
Open to the Flow of Life

         
         It was shaping up to be the trip of a lifetime, but for reasons no one could have imagined. Tommy Caldwell, a professional
            climber in his early twenties, was exploring the remote mountains of Kyrgyzstan with his partner Beth Rodden, close friend
            Jason Smith, and photographer John Dickey, all of whom were also skilled climbers. They were a few days into their adventure
            and deep in the Kara Su Valley, a part of Kyrgyzstan with towering vertical rock faces reminiscent of Yosemite National Park.
            After a long stretch of arduous climbing and in desperate need of reprieve, they decided to bivouac on a portaledge. Bivouacking
            means camping without cover, and a portaledge is an aluminum platform that hangs off the side of a mountain. Suspended under
            the stars, side by side with the love of his life, Caldwell was elevated physically, emotionally, and spiritually. The group
            began to decompress and relax, looking forward to a restful evening. But as the old Yiddish adage goes, Mann tracht, un Gott lacht: man plans, and God laughs.
         

         
         It wasn’t long after they had settled in that the climbers heard a series of gunshots coming from below. At first they assumed it was a skirmish among rebels, something not uncommon in the region. Their thinking quickly changed as bullets began ricocheting off the rocks around them. Their peaceful portaledge had become a target. 

         
         Caldwell, Rodden, Dickey, and Smith decided their best hope was to negotiate with the gunmen. They chose to send down Dickey,
            the oldest of the group at a mere twenty-five. As soon as he finished repelling to the base of the mountain, Dickey was confronted
            by three armed members of the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, a militia fighting for the creation of an independent Muslim
            state in Kyrgyzstan.
         

         
         The rebels spoke hardly any English, but they made clear there was no room for negotiation about letting the Americans go.
            Dickey summoned the remaining trio of climbers down the mountain, and so began their experience as captives. If there was
            any uncertainty as to the precariousness of their situation, it ended a few hours into their internment, when the rebels shot
            and killed a Kyrgyz soldier whom they had also taken hostage.
         

         
         For the next five days the group traversed the mountainous terrain at gunpoint, walking throughout the night, hiding during
            the day, and moving in and out of enclaves where they would not be spotted by members of the Kyrgyz military. Caldwell and
            his friends were offered no food and forced to drink contaminated water. They were cold, sick, and starving—hanging on to
            hope by a thread that, with each passing hour, seemed increasingly likely to break.
         

         
         By the sixth day, the situation was becoming untenable for everyone, including the rebels, who decided to split up in order to search for food. One rebel was to take the climbers to a secluded part of the mountain, where they would wait out of sight from Kyrgyz military or other potential rescuers. As they began ascending, Caldwell, Rodden, Dickey, and Smith noticed their captor was ill at ease on the rockface. Yes, he was armed, but the higher they climbed, the shakier and more nervous he became. This, Caldwell thought, presented a window of opportunity. 

         
         After agonizing over the idea for what seemed like an eternity, Caldwell knew what had to be done—what he had to do. The group landed upon a small and jagged cliff with an overhang barely wide enough to hold them. While topography
            like this was familiar to Caldwell, Rodden, Dickey, and Smith, it was anything but that to the rebel, who appeared more concerned
            about his footing and exposure than he was about his captives. Caldwell mustered all his strength, physical and psychological,
            sprung, and pushed the rebel. THUD. CLACK. THUD. The rebel fell, hit a ledge, tumbled, and disappeared over the cliff into sheer and infinite darkness. Looking back on the
            experience, Caldwell couldn’t believe it. “I had just killed somebody.1 The whole world came crashing down on me all at once,” he remembers.
         

         
         In the moment, however, there was no time for the climbers to process what had happened. They knew the second captor was lurking
            nearby, and he would kill them if they didn’t run away. The climbers quickly gathered themselves and ran for more than four
            hours until they finally stumbled upon a Kyrgyz military base. There, they were given food and water, and shortly after, helicopter-lifted
            out of the mountains and eventually sent back to America.
         

         
         It wasn’t long after Caldwell arrived home in Loveland, Colorado, that the enormity of what had happened began to sink in.
            “I thought I was an evil person,” remembers Caldwell. “I said to Beth, ‘How can you love me after I did something like this?’”
         

         
         Caldwell could not escape the fact that this experience had significantly changed him. He was no longer just a kind, lighthearted, and optimistic climber. He was also someone who had killed another human being. He struggled to integrate this massive disorder event into his narrative, becoming a shell of his former upbeat and energetic self. His friends and family could hardly recognize him. He tried to get on with his life like he had before, minimizing and resisting the immensity of his experience; yet he only became more anxious, distant from others, and disassociated from himself—or at least the self he thought he was, the self who he had been. Though what had happened in the mountains was unthinkably hard, in many ways, the aftermath was harder. Caldwell’s identity had changed on a dime. It was a painful and discombobulating experience. 

         
         
            Change Is Discombobulating

            Before we delve into how to better handle change, we need to first acknowledge that change is rarely, if ever, easy. Caldwell’s
               story is extreme, but its primary teaching is universal. For many people, change tends to be a source of tumult, overwhelm,
               and distress, the effects of which are detrimental to our health, relationships, and ability to flourish. Yet as you’ll soon
               see, it is not so much change itself that causes harm, but our slow uptake of it, or in some cases, our downright resistance
               and refusal. Often, this is our first roadblock. If we are to productively work with change, we’ve got to see it for what
               it is—which requires overcoming our conditioned reactions and adopting a mindset that accepts, if not embraces, change as
               an inevitability. During the remainder of this chapter, I’ll argue for this mindset and begin showing you how to develop it.
               We’ll start by examining a groundbreaking study that deployed nothing more than a stopwatch and a deck of cards.
            

            
             

            In the mid-twentieth century, Harvard psychologists Jerome Bruner and Leo Postman were interested in how people perceive and react to unexpected changes and incongruities. In what turned out to be a landmark experiment that was published in 1949 in The Journal of Personality, Bruner and Postman presented participants with decks of cards that contained anomalies: for example, a red six of spades
               or a black ten of hearts. One by one, the cards were flashed in front of the participants. While some subjects quickly recognized
               and described the anomalous cards, others were dumbfounded. If it took the subjects twenty milliseconds to recognize and describe
               a normal card, it might have taken them one hundred to two hundred milliseconds to recognize and describe the anomalous ones.
               For those most unwilling to adjust their preconceptions about what playing cards might look like, it took fifteen times the
               average exposure of a normal card. “I cannot make the suit out.2 Whatever it is. It didn’t even look like a card that time. I don’t know what color it is now or whether it is a spade or
               heart. I’m not even sure what a spade looks like. My God!!” exclaimed one such participant.
            

            
            In another iconic study, conducted around the same time at the Hanover Institute in Hanover, Indiana, researchers designed
               goggles with specialized inverted lenses. When subjects put on the goggles, their worlds flipped upside down. As a result,
               they completely lost their perceptual function and experienced extreme disassociation, disorientation, and even personal crises.
               Perhaps more than anything, participants3 in the experiment reported feeling lost.
            

            
            These two experiments are considered foundational to the field of social science. In the time since they were published, numerous
               others4 show that people struggle with unexpected changes, especially when those changes are closely related to one’s sense of self. This is true in the safe and controlled setting of a laboratory, and even truer in real life. Think back to Tommy Caldwell. What was his experience in Kyrgyzstan if not being dealt an unimaginable hand, a life suddenly inverted on its axis? 

            
             

            The world’s major philosophical traditions recognize the challenge of change. For more than two and a half millennia, the
               core aim of Buddhism has been to address the suffering

            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
         
         
            A Brief—and Important—Tangent on Progress, Resistance, and Societal Change

            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
         
         
            Arriving at Acceptance

            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
         
         
            Having Versus Being

            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
         
         
            The Inescapability Trigger

            
            
            
            
         
         
            A Deep and Meaningful Life Amidst Impermanence

            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
               
                  
                  
                     	Embrace non-dual thinking: not this or that but this and that.
                     

                     	Denying change may feel better in the short run, but it almost always feels worse in the long run, limiting the depth, texture,
                        and potential for genuine excellence in one’s life.
                     

                     	Many of our problems, both individually and societally, result from resisting change.

                     	Only once we open to the flow of life and arrive at a genuine acceptance of change can things start to fall into place, empowering
                        us to proceed pragmatically and productively on our respective paths.
                     

                     	There are immense benefits to adopting a being over a having orientation; you become more rugged and flexible and less fragile to change. The things that you own no longer own you.
                     

                     	If you catch yourself butting up against a wall, consider the inescapability trigger: What would it look like to fully accept
                        your reality as it is? How might you work with it differently?
                     

                     	Without change, our existence would become tedious and boring. If we are to live meaningful lives, change is simply part of
                        the deal.
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