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INTRODUCTION
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Starting at the End

I wonder why it is that when I plan a route too carefully it goes to pieces, whereas if I blunder along in blissful ignorance aimed in a fancied direction I get through with no trouble.

—John Steinbeck, Travels with Charley:
In Search of America

Most books start at the beginning.

We’re going to start at the end.

The morning after you failed. The day after you bailed on your diet. The week after you gave up on your 5K training. The month after you lost your job or your relationship fell apart. That moment when you’re sad and frustrated and wondering, “Where do I go from here?”

I’ll start with some uplifting news: You’re in good company.

My name is Steve Kamb, and I have failed a lot lately.

The only reason you’re reading this book is because of those failures.

In 2023, I signed a contract to write a book about how I’ve helped millions of busy, burned-out people reach their goals while living beautifully unoptimized lives. I was excited to share my seventeen years of experience teaching how to make progress even when life doesn’t go according to plan.

And then my life didn’t go according to plan.

Two weeks after signing this book deal, my dermatologist gave me the lovely news that the itchy patch on my scalp was basal cell carcinoma. “Don’t worry, that’s the good kind,” she said. A surgery and some stitches took care of it this time, but I assume this will be the first of many skin cancer diagnoses in my future.

And then things really got “fun.”

After a nine-year relationship, I got divorced.

I know divorce is quite common, particularly when shared life goals no longer overlap, but that didn’t make mine hurt any less. Things ended amicably, but it still resulted in a shattered heart, fear around how my life would change, and the need to toss my perfectly crafted plan for the future right in the trash.

Even better, all of this happened at the same time my company fell apart.

Thanks to society-wide changes in how people use search engines, artificial intelligence, and social media, I watched as 75 percent of my company’s website traffic—1.5 million monthly visitors—disappeared over just a few years.

I tried keeping my whole team together for as long as I could, but eventually I had to face reality. We went through a reckoning, a downsizing, and a company-wide reinvention for the tenth time. Admittedly, all of this happening while my personal life went through similar turmoil wasn’t great.

Okay, it sucked.

Particularly because things usually just “work out” for me.

I’m lucky as hell. I was born on third base. I’m an overachieving people pleaser with workaholic tendencies. My solution to every problem has always been “just work harder.” And for almost four decades, that (mostly) worked. I built a pretty great company and a pretty great life.

And then it all stopped working, all at the same time.

These past three years forced me to rethink my life. I had to change how I talked to myself. I had to let go of my expectations for the future. I had to forget any goal I had for my business. I had to adjust how I thought about solving problems.

I even had to redefine who I was as a person.

Here’s the funniest part: This all happened after I signed the paperwork to write a book about how I help people navigate these same problems.

And even then, it still took me eighteen months to accept that the very skills I taught other people also applied to my situation. True statement: It was in draft number fourteen when I finally found the courage to add my personal failings to this introduction.

If you remember those old Hair Club for Men commercials, I’m going to hijack their slogan:

I’m not just the author of How to Try Again, I’m also a client.

I’m starting with the story of my life crashing down around me, not because I’m planning to say, “I got through some hard times, and so can you!” That’s as cliché as it is untrue and unhelpful. I’m still figuring things out. I don’t know what tomorrow will bring. I also don’t know you personally, though I do know you have impeccable taste in reading material.

I also can’t promise things will get better for either of us!

I’m not going to tell you that your failure is a blessing or that it’s meant to be. While some failures end up being a benefit after the fact, we can’t know that now. Sometimes, failure is just a crappy, unfair thing that catches us off guard. Sometimes life throws a sucker punch we never see coming.

So, where does that leave us?

I know you want things to be better. I do too. I bet you’re also worried “better,” whatever that means, is out of reach. You’re probably tired of feeling stuck, and on the verge of giving up. You might even be thinking, “This is more proof life doesn’t work out for people like me.”

Fortunately, I wrote this book for people like you.


Who This Book Is for and Why I Wrote It

Some people wake up at 4 a.m., run fifteen miles barefoot, meditate in an ice bath, eat a breakfast of organic egg whites, drink a glass of unicorn tears, journal for an hour, and then write The Great American Novel.

This book is not for those people.

This book is for the rest of us.

Burned-out humans who are frustrated that they can’t “get it together.” Busy moms and dads who “should exercise more” or “should eat better” or “should be more productive.” Folks with goals and hopes and dreams, but also have to live with pesky complications like jobs and kids and aging parents. People who struggle to implement popular strategies because their brains or bodies work differently. Mortals who look at all the hustle culture and photoshopped influencers on social media and think, “I have absolutely nothing in common with these people.”

If any of that sounds like you, you’ve come to the right place.

Although talking about my success makes me even more uncomfortable than talking about my failures, I’m pretty good at this stuff and have been doing it for a long time. So, thanks for letting me awkwardly brag for the next two paragraphs.

Tens of millions of readers and a worldwide community have popped up around my writing at NerdFitness.com, a company I started in 2009. You’ve maybe even stumbled across one of my one thousand fitness or nutrition articles with fun LEGO photos. We’ve hosted legendary live events like Camp Nerd Fitness (with hundreds of campers flying in from all over the globe), half a dozen people have Nerd Fitness tattoos, and more than a few relationships have begun in our online community, “The Rebellion.” I’ve given talks at some of the world’s biggest companies and our story has been featured in publications like the The Wall Street Journal and The Washington Post.

We also have an unbelievable team of coaches that have helped tens of thousands of people get their first pull-up, run their first 5K, transform themselves physically and mentally, and finally build sustainable habits. We help people of all shapes, sizes, and life experiences build flexible, resilient lives.

And we do so differently from what you might expect.

Rather than helping people succeed with more discipline, we help them fail with more compassion.

Instead of simply building a perfect workout program to follow, we help clients get back on track after a sick dog causes them to miss a week. Instead of shaming people for eating fast food with their kids, we help them fit fast food into their flexible weekly plan. Instead of chasing temporary changes for temporary results, we help our audience make sustainable progress with sustainable results.

We help real people navigate real problems better than anybody else in the galaxy. We’ve been doing this at a high level for a long time and we have helped a lot of people succeed after years (or decades) of struggling.

This book is the culmination of my work and my team’s expertise.



How This Book Will Help You Try Again

Change is really, really hard.

Of course running a marathon is hard: It’s so far!

Of course writing a book is hard: It’s so many words!

Of course meditating is hard: Being alone with our thoughts is terrifying!

We’re trying to make long-term changes (boring) without instant gratification (lame) while being surrounded by unlimited food, dopamine, and amazing technology (fun) that keeps us complacent, overstimulated, and distracted (party).

No wonder we struggle to follow through on our goals. We need a different approach. One that factors in what life is actually like. One that honors the reality that we’re fallible humans trying to make arbitrary changes, with a brain that hates change, and a world that wants to keep us where we are: perpetually dissatisfied and hungry for the next quick fix.

It’s called How to Try Again because it’s not just “trying again” that matters, but how we try again that makes all the difference.

No matter what goal or habit or change we’re trying to follow through on, human nature and Mother Nature will do whatever possible to get in the way.

We’re going to do things differently this time. I promise not to use any motivational platitudes like “Winners never quit!” or “Failure is not an option!” First of all, winners quit all the time, and failure is sometimes the best option.

I also have a nit to pick with the world’s most famous quote on resilience: “If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again.”

Maybe! But probably not.

What if we’re trying to succeed at the wrong thing?

Maybe our expectations for “success” are completely unrealistic?

If we just “try, try again,” won’t we just “fail, fail again?”

Doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results is, well, the definition of insanity.

Maybe we need to accept that something needs to change. Perhaps we need to reset our expectations and ask for help. Maybe we need to realize we’re worthy of putting ourselves first every once in a while.

We’re going to cover all of this in this book.

I don’t promise to have all the answers. Nobody does.

Here’s what I can promise: empathy, plenty of bad jokes, and a different path that might work. A new philosophy that treats failure compassionately and success differently.

And a step-by-step blueprint for navigating chaos.



How This Book Is Organized

We’ll start by diving into whatever failure we’re currently struggling with. The problem is not that we failed. It’s that our relationship with failure needs to be mended. What we’re trying to avoid is a situation where we follow the words of the philosopher Homer (Simpson): “You tried, and you failed miserably. The lesson is ‘Never try.’”

Luckily, we’ll cover that right away in our first chapter:


	Chapter 1: The Unexpected Benefits of Failure



We’ll reframe how we view failure and how we talk to ourselves about our failures. If you wake up every day feeling like a failure because you haven’t done “enough,” or that you can’t start living until reaching your goals, I got you covered.

We’ll then move on to the foundational framework of our book: making a PACT.



PART ONE: LET’S MAKE A PACT

Once we’ve forgiven ourselves for being human, and made peace with whatever past failures or challenges we’ve faced, we can then get to work on what to do next.

And that’s when we’re going to “make a PACT.”1

No, this isn’t a proprietary, double-secret protocol. It’s not the “one true path” to health, wellness, and productivity Nirvana. It’s not magic, nor will it solve every problem.

Rather than a set-in-stone rule, PACT is a foundational framework that lets you be “pretty good, most of the time.”

Just like on Sesame Street, each letter stands for a word and a chapter of our book:


	Chapter 2: P Is for Pause: How to Not Make Things Worse

	Chapter 3: A Is for Accept: Why “Normal” Isn’t Normal, and That’s Normal

	Chapter 4: C Is for Change: What’s Different This Time?

	Chapter 5: T Is for Try: Start Ugly and Get Good



When life throws a curveball, we pause and accept. We shift expectations, change, and charge ahead. And we can literally repeat the PACT framework until the heat death of the universe, the Robot Apocalypse, or our brains get uploaded into the cloud.



PART TWO: HOW TO USE PACTS IN OUR LIVES

Once we’ve done the hard work of building the PACT framework, it’s time to take it out for a test drive!

We’ll treat the second half of this book like a Choose Your Own Adventure novel, depending on where you’re at on your next attempt. We’ll cover what to try next and how to give that next attempt the best possible chance to succeed. I’ll not only teach you how to keep doing “the thing” but also how our brains will sabotage us along the way (brains are fun, aren’t they?).

Then there’s going to come a time when life decides to totally kick your ass in the most unfair way possible. Fortunately, I’ve got you covered for that situation too. And finally we’ll see what life can look like when we stack our PACTs one after another.


	Chapter 6: How to Pick the Next Thing to Try

	Chapter 7: Escape the Doom Loop: How to Protect Yourself from Yourself

	Chapter 8: How to Keep Doing the Thing

	Chapter 9: When Life Kicks Your Ass, Here’s What to Do

	Chapter 10: How to Navigate Life with Flexible Resilience



Each chapter is full of stories you’ll remember, built around a PACT framework you’ll never forget. If you can apply these lessons, they can help with not only navigating an unpredictable life, but building a healthier relationship with yourself too.

We’re going to transform our lives together, and we’re going to do it while still managing to get the stuff done that needs to get done.

Everybody wins!

While we live in a world full of performative productivity hacks (“Rise and grind!”) and apathetic nihilism (“Who cares, none of this matters!”), this book will have you saying, “Thanks, Steve! I now have the skills and mindset to become a massive failure!”

That came out wrong, but you know what I mean.

This is my life’s work, and I can’t wait to share it with you.





1

THE UNEXPECTED BENEFITS OF FAILURE
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We Are Not Failures. We’re Humans
 Who Failed at Something.

I’ve made a huge mistake.

—G.O.B. Bluth, Arrested Development

I have fantastic news: We’re not that special.

Failure, shame, and dissatisfaction have played an outsized role in the human condition since the beginning of time. Which makes sense, because for 99.9 percent of our existence, life has been brutal and failure has frequently meant death.

Twelve thousand years ago, if poor Bonk the caveman slept through his alarm clock (the actual sun), he missed the morning hunt with his fellow warriors. This failure got him ostracized from his tribe, which probably resulted in his death from disease or a mountain lion.

Five hundred-ish generations later, we are the anxious descendants of those failure-avoidant humans who survived. Although we now work in (hopefully) safe environments, can order food with our phones, and are chasing arbitrary goals, our brains still operate like the cave-people days. They tell us, “I avoided that scary situation and I’m not dead. Being cautious has kept me alive 100 percent of the time.”

I’m generalizing, and much has been written on the topic, but the point is this: Failure, shame, and the fear of failure take up a disproportionate amount of space in our lives.

No wonder, as Rick Hanson points out in Buddha’s Brain:

“Our brain is like Velcro for negative experiences but Teflon for positive ones.”

There’s even a scientific term for this: the negativity bias. We get “sticky brain” and dwell on the bad things that (might) happen, and so easily ignore all the good things that happen. It’s a survival mechanism at work.

Fortunately, reality paints a different picture. Unless our failure was preceded by “Hold my beer and watch this,” it probably didn’t kill us. It’s something that happened (or happened to us). Our cave-people brains have chosen to interpret it in a certain way. It’s a feeling that’s within our head and felt within our body.

And yeah, of course failure hurts.

Particularly if our failure was public, career-altering, or involved other people. Personally, I opted for all the failures, all at once, which I wouldn’t recommend. Being seen failing sucks, and shame is a really powerful negative emotion.

But failure isn’t a life sentence. Shame does not mean the end for us. It’s not a permanent addition to our identity.

We are not failures.

We are humans who failed at something.

We are so much more than our failures. Any one failure is simply a part of the totality of the life that we’ve lived. It’s just unfortunate that it’s become something that sticks like glue to our identity. It wasn’t always this way.

Using the word “failure” to describe a person is a relatively new construct. As author Scott Sandage points out in Born Losers, “early Americans ‘made’ failures, but it took a while before failures made—or unmade—men.”

In 1828, Noah Webster defined failure as “a breaking, or becoming insolvent” in his dictionary (yes, that Webster’s dictionary!). A failure was something that happened.

But over the rest of the nineteenth century, things changed as society changed and industry changed. The “self-made man” and ambition became the prevailing attitude for life in America. People started getting labeled as failures for lacking ambition or struggling in life. Webster died in 1843, but his dictionary continued, and a revised edition in 1857 redefined failure as “some weakness in a man’s character, disposition, or habit.” Failure had become a character flaw and moral shortcoming.

Unfortunately, that altered definition is the one that stuck. Which brings us to today.

Depending on what we’ve failed at or how stuck we feel, we might think we’re lost causes, that our failures and shortcomings are uniquely our own. That we must wear a scarlet “F” on our shirt and carry our shame everywhere. That we are failures.

It’s time to turn back the clock to Webster’s original definition.

We may have failed. Not because we’re flawed, but because failure is the most common of all human experiences, outside of breathing and complaining about traffic.

We just never talk about it, because shame and guilt are such powerful emotions.

Fortunately, the tide is turning.

Talking about our failures is no longer something to avoid. There’s now a museum dedicated to some of the most epic fails in history and a college class that teaches students to embrace failure.


Failure Is One Possible Outcome of Anything Worth Doing

In 2023, I took a trip to the Museum of Failure, a touring museum created by psychologist Dr. Samuel West.

It was packed full of history’s most famous failures, flops, and frauds. Proudly on display was the Hula Chair: a swiveling seat designed to allegedly help people shed stubborn belly fat by doing a sitting “hula dance.” Instead, it tosses the victim’s body and torso around like a medieval torture device.

Would not recommend.

There was a model of the Swedish king Gustav II’s comically expensive military warship. After years of delays and dozens of nonsensical alterations, it sank to the bottom of the harbor fifty minutes into its celebratory voyage. Talk about a sunk cost. (Don’t worry, the bad jokes in this book are going to get much worse.)

The museum also featured a model plane and the absurd tale of Hooters Air. Yes, that Hooters. If you ever feel like a failure for not making smarter decisions, just imagine how many people had to agree with the following sentence: “We got rich making chicken wings; how hard could it be to run a profitable airline?”

I assume Hooters Seminary School and Hooters Brain Surgery Academy were the next two ideas on the list.

Now, alongside these obvious disasters, I found failed products from some of the world’s most successful companies. My beloved Nintendo had quite a few on display: Even my mom and dad knew not to buy me the Nintendo Virtual Boy, a 1995 headset that could cause eye strain for some children and was discontinued by 1996. Oops!

Microsoft was well represented too, most notably with their ill-fated Zune MP3 player. It was supposed to take down the iPod and instead ended up forgotten.

Even Apple, one of the most successful companies in history, had a video game console on display called the Pippin. This console was so unsuccessful that even I, a proud nerd gamer, had never heard of it.

In addition to the clear failures and terrible ideas, there were many featured products that were casualties of poor timing: early chatbots, multifunctional cell phones, personal digital assistants, and the first digital camera, invented in the mid-1970s. It was such a breakthrough that Kodak never released it for fear of cannibalizing their sales of physical film! (We know how that worked out for them in the long term: They filed for bankruptcy in 2012.)

For so many of these failures, they were just too early. The vision was there, and once technology finally caught up to the ambition, the road had been paved for companies to have far grander and more important successes down the road.

The more failures I saw, the more I came to understand failure differently. This museum didn’t only exist to poke fun at bad inventions. I mean sure, it did that too. I’m still laughing about Hooters Air. But it also showed the ways in which failure was simply the cost of doing business. Spending the afternoon in the museum reshaped how I thought about setbacks, risk, and the opportunity cost of living in fear of failure.

Failure isn’t a flaw that must be prevented from happening. So many rewards in life are only available to those willing to open themselves up to failure as a possibility.

Dr. Theresa MacPhail (yes, she has the perfect last name), an associate professor of science and technology studies at Stevens University, observed that many overachieving college students struggle to handle their first academic failures. She knew this wouldn’t be the last adversity they’d face in their lives, so she decided to do something about it. In addition to her classes, she took a chance and offered to teach a class on embracing and reframing failure. In the greatest of ironies, her class has become so successful that seven years later, it has a long waitlist every semester.

And until we can sneak into Dr. MacPhail’s class, let’s see what lessons failure can teach us. Here are the most important.

Failure is one possible outcome for anything worth doing.

Ed Catmull, one of the founders of the animation studio Pixar, said it best in the book Creativity, Inc.: “Failure isn’t a necessary evil. In fact, it isn’t evil at all. It is a necessary consequence of doing something new.”

It’s why Pixar encourages their teams to embrace these counterintuitive strategies:


	It’s not a manager’s responsibility to avoid risks, but to make it safe for the team to take more risks.

	The cost of preventing mistakes is often far greater than the cost of fixing them.

	The job isn’t to protect against change or uncertainty, but to develop the ability to recover after unexpected events occur.



If failure is one possible outcome, then adding extra pressure and shame on top of failure isn’t serving us.

It’s not something to be avoided nor something to be ashamed of. Let’s return once again to the Museum of Failure, where its final exhibit changed my feelings on shame and failure forever.



Failure Connects Us All. Let’s Talk About It.

If you’ve failed or sabotaged yourself at some point, you’re in good company.

We’ve done this song and dance for so long the ancient Greeks even had a term for it. “Akrasia” means “acting against one’s better judgment.”2

If the ancient Greeks had a word for it, we can take solace in the fact that we’re not doing anything out of the ordinary or uncommon to the human experience when we mess up.

And this is where the Museum of Failure really shines. After a few hours of exploring, I walked toward the exit and stumbled upon the most important exhibit of all: a wall of multicolored Post-it notes from guests who had written out their deepest, most personal failures.

It was a kaleidoscope of a thousand notes, each a declaration from somebody who “screwed up.”

One read “Three failed start-ups,” while another lamented “Two failed marriages.” “I failed nursing school” was sandwiched between “Not finishing my bachelor’s degree” and “Tried to cut my own bangs.”

“I farted in yoga” was the most honest sticky note on that board, though that’s less relevant to the point I’m trying to make here. I just thought it was worth pointing out, in case you’re the person who left that note. I salute you, yoga farter.3

This “wall of failure” exposed the depths of the collective human struggle in a way that was surprisingly uplifting.

Not because I wanted to wallow in others’ misery, or because it made me say, “Could be worse.” Hearing about other people’s failures helped me realize I wasn’t alone. And boy, have I needed this reminder lately.
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When we suffer in silence with failure, it has a way of growing and growing in our minds. It lies to us about how bad we are, and how much additional torture we must put ourselves through. None of this is true. But that’s not apparent until we share our failures with others, and we realize we’ve all failed at something.

Many failures are outside of our control. Others are because we made a very human mistake or didn’t show up as our best self. It happens. Connecting with others who have also failed is an amazing way to remember we’re all in this together.

I’ve thought a lot about the “wall of failure” lately.

It has helped quiet the voice in my head that told me my failures were identity-defining. That nobody had ever gone through what I was going through. That I deserved the guilt and shame I found myself wallowing in, simply because parts of my life didn’t go according to plan.

It turns out I’m not that unique.

Not only were my failures common, but there were thousands of people who had gone through similar challenges. After waiting for eighteen months to heal (and also partly out of shame), I shared an update about the end of my marriage and my business struggles in a newsletter. The response was overwhelming and overflowing with support. Many readers thanked me for giving them the courage to share their own.

Like the museum’s Post-it notes, each reply made me feel more connected with my fellow human disasters who had failed in similar ways and offered advice if they were further along in their journey. I was moved to tears.

This changed my perspective and gave me the courage to share my story in this book. Failures shouldn’t be kept private or hidden in shame. When we talk about them, it can take away the power they have over us.

We are human, therefore we will fail. A lot. We might as well talk about it.

Sharing our failures with others isn’t just a cathartic release of shame. It’s a badge of honor that shows “I was brave enough to try something.” Perhaps most important, sharing our failure might help somebody else who is currently destroying themselves silently for their own failure.

No matter how badly you’ve failed, or whatever flaw you’re currently beating yourself up for, I want you to know you’re not alone. You’re part of a nonexclusive club: forgivable humans who try things and fail often.

There are hundreds of thousands of years of history with billions of people who have failed at similar things as you and me. Whether it’s a failed workout or a failed diet, a failed business or a failed relationship, it’s definitive proof that we are human, part of an unbroken lineage of fellow weirdos, held together with spit and duct tape. Although our failures might feel like they’re uniquely our own, talking about them with our friends will reveal a universal truth: We’re all struggling, we’ve all failed, and we’re all in this together.

So, wherever you’re at in your current struggle, you are right where you need to be.

Not because you’re beyond repair.

But because you’re human.

Welcome to the club.

There are eight-billion-plus of us.



Why We Never Start Back at Square One

It’s now time to thank our past selves for failing at something. Here’s a common example. Let’s say we signed up for a gym membership a year ago.

We went a few times, life happened, and we bailed. We’re demoralized that we’ve gone all the way back to “square one” on our fitness journey. We feel like a failure because we’re “starting over.”

Fortunately, we get to bring all of our past knowledge with us, because we’ve already taken so many difficult steps.

After all, going to the gym isn’t one decision.

It’s multiple decisions.

We had to first decide to join a gym and then research which one to join.

Then we had to find the gym, figure out the pricing, and sign up.

Then we had to drive and find parking.

Then we had to motivate ourselves to walk through the front door.

Then we had to learn where the locker room was, where to fill up our water bottle, and where to change into our workout clothes.

Then we had to learn how the machines or treadmill work and find enough courage to exercise in public.

No wonder they say the heaviest weight in the gym is the front door. And we had to try and do all of this within the confines of our busy life. Just getting to “I went to the gym” takes a ton of mental bandwidth, effort, and courage.

So, when we’re ready to try again, no matter how far back we’ve fallen, we never start over at Square One.

We know where the gym is. We know where to park. We know how the equipment works. We know what to wear. We’ve already learned the toughest parts.

Sure, we might be starting over with how much we can lift on the bar or how fast we can walk or jog. But we already have the knowledge from every past attempt and will quickly move through the early steps. It’s like learning to ride a bike: Once we’ve done it, quite a bit of that knowledge and muscle memory stays with us.

Not only that, but our hard-earned knowledge might help us avoid the pitfalls we fell into last time. We can then use our precious and limited energy to make it even further on this attempt. When viewed through this lens, each failure is not a step backward, but a step forward.

We get to bring the experience of every past attempt with us, and that knowledge might be the difference maker on our next attempt.

This idea that “knowledge gained through failure is progress” is the premise of one of my favorite video games. Outer Wilds, by Mobius Digital, is a game without levels, experience points, or weapons. There’s no resource gathering or base building. There are no enemies or boss battles.

The main character is an astronaut caught in a twenty-two-minute time loop, trying to solve the mystery of an exploding sun in a tiny solar system. Think Groundhog Day meets Interstellar. My experience with Outer Wilds included dozens upon dozens of deaths, most of them hilarious. I flew my spaceship directly into the sun. I crashed into the moon going 300 miles per hour. I punctured my spacesuit on a cactus. I got sucked into a black hole. And if I survived long enough, the sun would explode. After each death, I’d wake up at the beginning, with only the knowledge of what not to do.

What begins as a confusing exploration of planets in a solar system becomes an addictive loop of iteration, experimentation, and progress through failure. By the end of the game, after twenty-plus hours of comical deaths, the mystery is solved within a single twenty-two-minute loop, thanks only to the knowledge gained along the way.

What a beautiful metaphor for life.

We stand on the shoulders of Past Us.

We not only need to thank our past failures for getting us here, but we can be proud of them. They made us who we are and taught us everything we know. Maybe it took us longer to learn some lessons than others, but I think that’s okay too.

We get to bring all that knowledge with us.

That means there’s hope for us yet.

Failure isn’t the end, but the beginning.



Failure Is the First Step, Not the Last

Singer-songwriter (and national treasure) Dolly Parton once said, “I thank God for my failures. Maybe not at the time, but after some reflection. I never feel like a failure just because something I tried has failed.”

If failure is good enough for Dolly, then maybe it’s good enough for us too.

The broken bone is a sign we tried a new activity. The once-used treadmill in the corner means we had hope and started on a change. The bag of unopened spring mix in our vegetable drawer means we were so close to actually making a salad this time. The end of a relationship means that we loved and were loved.

The only true failure is when we let our past experiences prevent future attempts altogether.

Giving up on a fad diet two years ago doesn’t mean we’re doomed to struggle with our relationship with food forever. Writing a book that’s bombed doesn’t mean the next book couldn’t become a breakout success. The end of a relationship doesn’t mean we’re incompatible with love, nor does it mean we’ll never love again.

Our future progress is waiting behind our current failures.

Each failure is the first step on a new path.

In fact, it can be the very thing we look back on and say, “I’m actually glad that happened.” Of course, we don’t need to feel bad if we’re not “grateful” for failing. I’m not here to gloss things over; failure can still totally suck sometimes.

But it can also be a catalyst for changes we’re proud of.

We don’t need to figure all of that out right now. We can just let failure be a thing that happened, and decide where to go from here. As Jean Craighead George wrote in My Side of the Mountain: “The sun has a wonderfully glorious habit of rising every morning.”

You’re here reading this.

Which means you woke up today.

That’s a good start.

We can build on that.

Today doesn’t need to be a day to make a dramatic declaration, or draw up a new life plan. It
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