

PRAISE FOR THE KARMA OF SUCCESS

‘Liz Tran has the striking ability to bring our best selves within reach. Equal parts a spiritual journey and a pragmatic guide, The Karma of Success will be a treasure for anyone who is ready to unlock the true potential of their lives.’

– TRINITY MOUZON WOFFORD, cofounder, and CEO of Golde

‘Ambitious people often twist themselves according to what they think the world wants to see. The Karma of Success is a welcome reminder that our own voices are the best guide – and a step-by-step playbook to listening to and caring for your own intuition.’

– KIRSTEN GREEN, founder of Forerunner Ventures and investor in Glossier, Ritual, and Hims & Hers

‘If you’re ready to break free of the limiting, stagnant world of traditional career advice, then this is the book for you. Instead of giving us prescriptive instructions on how to play by the rules, Liz takes a beautifully holistic approach that creates room for us to succeed as our fully unique and individual selves. I wish I’d had this book when I first started out in my career.’

– KIM PHAM, cofounder of Omsom

‘This book is a must read for anyone who cares about building a successful and truly meaningful career. Liz is just the visionary we need as we reimagine the future of work! She shows us that work can be enriching, enlivening, and exciting when we approach it with care and intention and reminds us that the best thing we can do for our careers is to invest in ourselves.’

– PIERA GELARDI, cofounder of Refinery29 and founder of Wild Things World
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THE KARMA OF SUCCESS

Spiritual Strategies to Free Your Inner Genius
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This book is dedicated to every person who believed in me before I knew how to believe in myself.




Introduction

Intuitive Work
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Fig. 1 | The Intuitive Work Process
We are taught to chase after achievements without giving much thought to our inner world. This is a fallacy. The best results come from the inside out.
Every great work of art, science, or knowledge in this world can be traced back to a flash of intuition. Georgia O’Keeffe followed her intuition to leave New York City and her circle of artist friends for a new life in rural New Mexico. There, she made her own clothes, ate from her own recipes, and, for today’s equivalent of $165, bought a ruin of a house that no one else wanted but she loved.

Ignoring the critics, she painted the harsh landscapes, adobe buildings, and animal skulls she found in the desert, a dramatic departure from Abstract Expressionism, then the obsession of the art world. By simply focusing on what mattered to her, she generated the best work of her life, paintings that now hang in the Met, MoMA, and the White House. “I always had to be willing to stand alone,”1 she said. When it came to both her work and her life, she listened to no one except her inner voice.

Whether you call it your inner voice, instinct, gut feeling, or inner truth, we’ve all experienced intuition in our lives. It’s the moment in the shower when you finally untangle a problem, or the brilliant idea that drops into your lap. It’s the gut feeling you have about a situation that’s later confirmed to be true. Psychologists Martin Seligman and Michael Kahana described it as “rapid,” “not conscious,” and “often made with high confidence.”2 Put simply, intuition is knowing something without knowing how you know it, and the only difference between the ordinary and the genius is the amount of time we spend nurturing our intuition.

I first started trusting my intuition in the mountains of Northern India. This was ten years ago, and I was studying yoga at an ashram a stone’s throw from where the Dalai Lama lived. One day, I heard of an Irishwoman giving healing sessions for fifteen dollars. I was lost in my career, unhappy in my marriage, and desperate for direction. Without knowing what a session would entail, I reached out to her. When I got to her room, she asked me to lie on the floor and close my eyes for a guided meditation. The session began with her voice ushering me down a set of stairs, through gardens, and into the mysterious rooms of my mind. Soon I was in a deep trance. Then she told me that she wasn’t going to give me the answers I wanted. Instead, I needed to provide them for myself. “Use your intuition,” she said. “And ask yourself for guidance.”

Still in the trance, I followed her instructions. “I’m lost,” I said. “I have no idea what to do with my career or my relationship. Intuition tell me the path to take.” Two sentences came into my mind right away. I heard them clearly. The voice in my head sounded like me, but stronger and more certain. There, on this stranger’s floor, my confusion dissipated, and I knew exactly what to do.

After we finished our session, I left the healer’s room to walk home and was drawn to an unmarked trail through the woods, and I soon found myself completely turned around. I didn’t have a cell phone, so I walked and walked while the sun changed positions in the sky. I scanned for signs of life, but there was nothing. No people, no buildings, no slivers of road. I was lamenting my choice of path when a sudden noise cut through the quiet of the forest. My head spun to the left, and I held my breath as I waited for the sound to reveal itself. It was, of all things, a wedding party, winding its way through the woods.

Forty revelers in bright colors filled the forest with music. Their instruments sang and their cymbals crashed as the bride and groom, looking happier than I knew people could be, sat atop a dais carried by their loved ones. It was a moment unparalleled in beauty or magic, and I knew I needed to follow them wherever they went. Eventually the procession led me to a road, and when I looked around I realized that I was only steps away from home. I had followed my intuition down an unknown path, and even when I felt lost and uncertain, I was exactly where I needed to be. The symbolism couldn’t have been clearer. Just as the healer said, I could trust my inner guidance.

Before that day in India, I’d only done the opposite. I constantly compared myself to my peers and copied the most successful ones. I sought out mentors and did everything they suggested to a T. I was perpetually accumulating data and information that would help me in my career, but despite my best efforts, my work in HR and recruiting was unhappy, unremarkable, and unfulfilling. I’d also married young and quickly to someone who seemed great on paper, but just like every other choice I made because it seemed like the logical thing to do, the relationship wasn’t working. I had put all my trust into external sources of knowledge and given none of it to myself.

The two sentences my intuition told me that day in India were simple, but they changed the trajectory of my life. It said this: “Don’t worry about your career or your relationship, but instead, put your focus on your inner world. There are years of evolving to be done, and the time to start is now.” When I got back to New York City, I threw myself into exploring who I was on the inside. I found a therapist, joined a Buddhist group, and studied meditation, astrology, and a form of Japanese energy healing called Reiki. As I did that day with the healer, I asked myself over and over again what wisdom my intuition had for me as I navigated divorce, family challenges, and my new spiritual journey.

I was more surprised than anyone to find that my career blossomed while I was focusing on my inner world. It turns out my intuition had been right. When I stopped paying attention to the outside world and started caring for myself, the chaos of work and love that I’d always known somehow resolved itself. A few years after that trip to India, I was working as the only female executive at a prestigious venture capital firm with more stability and money than someone like me, who had never met her father and was raised by an absent mother in low-income housing, could ever have imagined. No matter how “impractical” or “illogical” people told me my choices were, I kept on following my intuition, even when it meant leaving that lucrative job to start my own company, Reset, where I now coach the CEOs and founders of the world’s fastest-growing companies and host a podcast about spirituality that reaches a passionate audience around the world. In following my intuition, I’ve created even more stability and financial abundance than I ever thought possible before that session in the healer’s room.

I see so clearly now how success finally arrived for me, not in spite of my spiritual practices, but because of them. As I explored my inner world, I was generating the Karma of Success, which is when wins and achievements come through an intuitive and spiritual path. The idea of Karma dates back thousands of years, and the essence is this: Karma is the personal destiny you earn based on your actions in this life and past ones, and we can generate good, positive Karma when we live in alignment with our values, authenticity, and intuition. Thus, your investment in your spiritual life is not a time drain or a diversion from work but rather the essential soil from which all your greatest achievements will grow. The Karma of Success refers to the inevitable external success you find once your internal world is in alignment.

Another important concept we’ll explore is that of the Inner Genius. Just as everyone on this planet has their own Karma, that specific destiny they’re meant to fulfill, every person is also born with an Inner Genius. Think of it as the best version of yourself. It’s the part of you that’s infinitely smarter, wiser, and more creative than you realize. Your Inner Genius always knows what to do, even if you consciously don’t. It’s the force that moves your fingers across the keyboard, canvas, or kitchen counter whenever you create something brilliant. When you connect with your Inner Genius, not only do you generate your greatest work but you also do it in a way that is easy, enjoyable, and energizing.

Inner Genius, Intuition, and the Karma of Success. They are the harmony, rhythm, and melody of the same song. Your Inner Genius is the part of you that brings your best ideas and creations to life, and your Intuition is the language you use to communicate with it. The Karma of Success emerges when the first two are engaged and activated. As you explore your inner world, all three—Inner Genius, Intuition, and the Karma of Success—work together to bring your greatest dreams to life.

As you make your way through this book, you’ll notice that much of the knowledge here comes from Eastern philosophy and ancient sources of wisdom like Buddhism, Zen, and the Tao. We need their guidance now more than ever. So many of us are overworked, burnt out, and unfulfilled, and none of this is made easier by the modern obsession with productivity and accomplishment that asks us to work longer hours, network harder, and sacrifice more. I call this default approach to our careers Mechanical Work, because like robots, we follow the instructions we’re given by our peers, colleagues, and society, and we forget how to decide for ourselves. It’s how I spent those early years before I connected with my intuition.

The opposite of Mechanical Work is Intuitive Work, and it’s what you’ll learn in this book. It’s the ancient art of tuning out the external world and listening to your inner voice. When you practice Intuitive Work, your options are no longer restricted by your résumé, your network, or what other people think of you. Instead, you stand out from the crowd as brilliant insights and breakthroughs become a regular part of your day. You free your Inner Genius and, thus, generate the Karma of Success.

There are four Spiritual Strategies in this book that will help you switch from Mechanical to Intuitive Work and create positive Karma for your career. They are:


	Inquiring Inward

	Manifesting Mindfully

	Enriching Your Energy

	Becoming Brilliant



You’ll get to know the ancient wisdom behind these strategies and hear stories of people who practice them, and, most importantly, you’ll be on a journey to understand yourself more deeply than ever before. This book, at its essence, is about finding success in your career, but it’s also about happiness and fulfillment in your personal life, too. One important thing I’ve learned from my own journey and from coaching others is that our work selves and our home selves are not separate beings. Professional happiness feeds personal happiness, and the same is true in reverse. You are a complex, unique being, and my goal is to support all of you, the holistic you, and as you take care of yourself you’ll also take care of your career.

If you picked up this book, it means that you are ready. Your intuition guided you here, and deep inside you know that you want a more meaningful career and a more meaningful life. The time has arrived to employ the wisest mentor you’ve ever met: your Inner Genius. I am simply here to be your coach and encouragement. You and your intuition will lead the way.
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FOR MOST OF MY CAREER, I’VE BEEN ON THE receiving end of well-intentioned advice, telling me how I need to change in order to be successful. Here’s some of what I’ve heard:


You can’t be so emotional when it comes to work.

You need to be more polished and professional.

You should dress differently if you want to be taken seriously.



What about you? What have you been told about who you are? How have you been asked to edit yourself? At first, I believed the advice I was given, and I followed it, but as time went on I grew frustrated. I sensed that it was meant to erase the uniqueness of my personality and turn me into someone more predictable and conforming. Plus, the advice didn’t even work. Trying to be someone different wasn’t making me more successful. In fact, the more I lost track of my true self, the more disconnected I became from my Inner Genius.

That’s why, unlike in other books that want to force you into some outdated mold of professionalism, you won’t find any rules here. Instead, what I offer in these next chapters are Expansions. They are encouragements to help you reconnect with your unique self and activate the Inner Genius within you. There are no guidelines to follow or principles to memorize. Your only work now is to become reacquainted with the boldest, truest, most alive version of you.






CHAPTER 1

The Changing Self
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Fig. 2 | Past, Present, Future
If you are open, present, and aware in this moment, everything and anything becomes possible.
Don’t worry too much about what’s happened (or not happened) in your career so far. The past doesn’t matter. None of it is relevant to where you’re going. The only thing you must do is choose to see yourself differently from how you’ve seen yourself before. What you’ve thought of yourself in the past has gotten you to where you are today. So it stands to reason that if you want something else, something different, something more, you’ll have to see yourself in a new way, too.


EXPANSION #1 | I can change. I allow these changes to be easy and natural.


Shunryu Suzuki Roshi, a Sōtō Zen teacher, was once asked if he could explain Buddhism in one sentence. The audience laughed. How could a 2,500-year-old spiritual tradition be reduced to a few words? Suzuki Roshi, however, was unfazed. Without skipping a beat, he replied, “Everything changes,”1 and he moved onto the next question.

Change is the fundamental premise of life. The only difference between a dead flower and a live one is that the dead one no longer grows. We must keep growing or we perish. If we knew what was good for us, we’d wholeheartedly embrace change, but boy, do we resist it.

We hold onto the good parts of our lives, intent on ensuring they persist. We even grip tightly onto the not-so-good, unsatisfying parts. We’d rather continue on with a bad situation than risk the uncertainty of the amorphous unknown. Buddhists call this attachment, while psychologists call it loss aversion, the human tendency to feel loss twice as deeply as the equivalent gain.

Loss may seem like a strange word for your career, but it’s apt here. You will lose and change many things when you pursue the Karma of Success. You’ll lose the old parts of yourself that are no longer working for you. You’ll say goodbye to stale beliefs that pin you to the past. You will shed everything that has held you back from becoming who you deserve to be.

There is a story about a rich and powerful man who wanted to learn from a wise Zen master. He went to the Zen master, full of conviction and used to getting his own way, and said, “I have come today for you to teach me about Zen. Open my mind to Enlightenment.” “Let’s discuss this over a cup of tea,” the Zen master said. He set down a cup for the rich man, started pouring and didn’t stop. Even when the cup had overflown, he continued to pour. He poured and poured and poured, and even when the tea spilled off the table and onto the rich man’s robes, he kept going. “Enough!” the visitor shouted. “Can’t you see the cup is full?”

The Zen master finally set the pot down and smiled at his guest. “You are like this cup of tea. So full that nothing can be added. Come back to me when the cup is empty. Come back to me with an empty mind.” This story is my inspiration for how I choose the clients I work with. I don’t pour tea on them, but I do want to know if they are able to begin with a fresh slate. In the hour we spend vetting each other, I don’t ask anything about their achievements or successes—those things don’t matter. The only thing I care about is if they are ready for change. It is the only factor that defines whether they will succeed.

The same holds true here between you and me—in our pact as reader and writer. Before we go any further with this work, I invite you to ask yourself: Am I ready to change?

Say yes, emphatically and easily. Remember that you’re actually changing right now without realizing it. Your hair is growing, your brain is adapting, and your skin is shedding as you finish this sentence. Every cell in your body is making its way through a life and death cycle. White blood cells live for a year; red blood cells are gone in four months. In seven years, every single cell in your body will have turned over, and you are effectively brand new. We gain and lose memories, change our preferences, and become the people we swore we’d never be. Despite our best efforts at stability, we still change. Imagine where you would be if you stopped fighting and embraced it.

Snakes spend over 10 percent of their lives in an intense state of change called ecdysis, also known as shedding. It’s an unpleasant endeavor that involves the snake going blind for a few days and rubbing itself against hard, painful surfaces to try and get the old skin off. Snakes will hide themselves and stop eating during this period because they’re so irritated and vulnerable. The whole experience is excruciating, but you would never, ever see a snake reject the process. There’s simply no alternative. Snakes shed, birds migrate, and the grass grows. Notice the ease with which all this happens. The grass doesn’t “try” to grow, and the snake doesn’t force himself to shed. The same applies to you, too. Forget loss aversion. Let go of attachment. Get out of your own way and allow what is already happening to happen.

Your intuition led you here because you’re ready for something different now. Your Inner Genius wants you to evolve into the best version of yourself, and now you’ve arrived at the moment to empty your cup. Your first opportunity is right here, and all it takes is embracing the First Expansion.


EXPANSION #1 | I can change. I allow these changes to be easy and natural.


As we work through the lessons of this book, any time the idea of change feels overwhelming, just picture the grass growing, the sun rising and setting, the ocean tides lapping the shore, and remember that you were born ready for change. You’re already changing, and change is simply a part of your true nature.




CHAPTER 2

The Authentic Self
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Fig. 3 | How to Be Yourself 
For many years I was afraid I wouldn’t be accepted if anyone knew the real me. Everything changed once I understood what embracing myself truly meant.
If you were to tell anyone who knew me in my younger days that I now advise CEOs and am passionate about spirituality, they’d laugh. There were a dozen places I should have ended up, and none of them would have been considered a success. For my first three decades on this planet, I didn’t know about the concepts of Karma or Intuition, and I certainly didn’t trust who I was.

Since before I could read, I considered my lack of money to be the root cause of all my problems. As a little kid, I remember days without lights in the apartment because the electricity bill hadn’t been paid and feeling embarrassed to tell my teacher I couldn’t finish a third grade science project because I didn’t have the supplies. The money issues and chaos only got worse as I grew older. In my teens I would scream at my mom, telling her that it was her job to feed us and take care of us. One day when I was fifteen, after one of these fights, she decided once and for all that it wasn’t. The next day, I was sent to live with my aunt and uncle. At my new high school, I lied to the friends I made, telling them that the adults I lived with were my parents.

I couldn’t have articulated this then, but I was sure that I was broken and deficient. My mother and father had both decided individually that they didn’t want me, and I felt ashamed, believing it must be my own fault. It was a self-destructive time. I did well in school, but I skipped classes to drink malt liquor in parking lots, shoplifted from department stores, and developed unrequited crushes on people who got me into even more trouble. There were no benevolent forces in the places I hung out, and by the time I left for college, I was cynical, jaded, and an atheist, and I saw capitalism as my only road to salvation.

In my mind, poverty and chaos were intertwined, and I was determined to make enough money that I’d never experience the turmoil of my childhood again. I moved to New York City when I was twenty-three and worked as a cocktail waitress while I looked for an office job. I was a state school liberal arts major with a mediocre GPA and no connections, looking for work during the worst days of the Great Recession, so I cast my net wide, without considering purpose, fulfillment, or even personal interest. I accepted the first job I was offered, ran with it, and turned it into a career, and that is the entirely random reason why I dedicated a decade of my life to the tech industry.

Five years later, things were going well from the outside. I’d come a long way from the empty fridges and housing projects of my youth. I was an HR director at a fast-growing startup and married to a talented filmmaker. I was finally out of debt and financially comfortable. Yet still, I wasn’t happy, and neither was my husband. We’d gotten engaged just three months after our first date, and the endorphin rush of the honeymoon phase was already gone. We were itching and restless and recently disappointed by our respective jobs, so we decided to take our savings and leave Brooklyn for a yearlong travel sabbatical. Our dream was to make a film together and coauthor a book. In our minds, this trip would not only rocket our careers, but also bring us closer together.

Halfway through the trip, we faced reality and decided that spending a month apart in different countries might do us good. He went to Thailand, and I headed to India for the yoga teacher training where I’d eventually meet the Irish healer and begin to trust my intuition. The monthlong program was serious work. The day began at five thirty a.m. when I’d walk down the hill to the yoga shala and ended at eight p.m. when I’d walk back up. I was learning at a faster rate than I ever had. Every day was filled with five hours of physical yoga practice and two hours of chanting and prayer, with the rest of the time studying topics like the history of yoga, the Bhagavad Gita, and Ayurveda.

During meals and breaks, I bonded
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