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PART 1

INVITATION TO
THE JOURNEY


CHAPTER 1

Following the Call

There are moments in life when everything changes. Sometimes, the change is immediate: something happens, something big, and the whole landscape shifts and we find ourselves somewhere else. Other times, the change is gradual, almost imperceptible, until one day we wake up, either literally or metaphorically, to find that the new day demands a different way of being. We feel stuck, sad, blocked and confused, and we know we can’t continue in the same way. We know we have to do something different to save our own life and move it forward, towards happiness.

Behind the scenes, something interesting and unexpectedly wonderful is being prepared for us (though it may not feel especially wonderful at the time). We are being called to adventure, invited on a journey, called forward from our old way of living or being and into a new world. Sometimes, it’s not just one external change that propels us out from the familiar into a scary world. Sometimes, lots of things can change and even appear to fall apart at once. Writer Anne Lamott makes a beautifully reassuring point about this scenario in her book Traveling Mercies: ‘When a lot of things start going wrong all at once, it is to protect something big and lovely that is trying to get itself born, and this something needs for you to be distracted so that it can be born as perfectly as possible.’ The trick is to focus on what new possibilities may be waiting for you on the other side of your adventure.

When you read the words ‘call to adventure’, you may not immediately identify with them or view whatever is happening to you in that light. Adventure often brings to mind something that is glamorous and exciting – like a hike through the waterfalls of Hawaii or climbing the ancient temples of Machu Picchu – and something that may require significant financial investment. And when you’re in the midst of the grit and often mundane-seeming realities of your own life, it is almost impossible to gain a clear perspective of where you’re heading or where you have the potential to be. You can’t see the possibilities behind the problem. You’re so focused on the door that is closing that you ignore the magic doors opening all around you.

At any given moment, you may be guided by a default map based on past experiences and preconceptions or narrow thinking. I see this shortsightedness all the time with my coaching clients, and it’s very natural, given the limitations imposed by living life from the inside out. But if you try to relax, reframe and expand your vision, the real picture of possibility emerges like a kaleidoscope rearranging its pattern into something beautiful.

WHAT IS A CALL TO ADVENTURE?

A call to adventure is when we’re summoned to go on a journey or quest. This is the pattern: we leave our familiar existence to venture forward into something unknown. On the journey we’re stretched out of our familiar comfort zone, we learn, we grow, we face challenges, danger, virtual or metaphorical battles even. With courage, focus, commitment and willingness to step into the new and uncertain, and with helpers along the way, we overcome our challenges – we learn, develop our understanding and gain magical treasure which we then take back into our lives to infuse them with passion, power and success.

Children’s stories (and adults’ too, for that matter) are full of calls to adventure. Think of Bilbo Baggins being summoned by the wizard Gandalf to leave his comfortable hobbit hole and venture forth on a dangerous quest to kill the dragon and rescue the hoard of gold and precious stones in its lair. Or Dorothy’s house being transported in a tornado, taking her from the black and white world of Kansas and catapulting her into the technicolour world of Oz, where her helpers, the Tin Man, the Scarecrow and the Cowardly Lion – each with a quest of their own – accompany her down the yellow-brick road in search of the all-powerful wizard who can grant their wishes …

We are all familiar with adventure-story plots that follow these trajectories, but usually struggle to see our own lives with the same clarity. But, in fact, our own quest patterns are the same as in the stories. A call to adventure is simply an invitation to renew, invigorate and deepen our lives – a call to greater happiness, self-understanding, peace and confidence. It’s a call, I believe, from our higher or best self to pull us forward into the full and profound life we are capable of – a call to go from Muggle to magic, from the wardrobe to the snowy landscape of Narnia. But the invitation doesn’t always come beautifully presented, ready to display on the mantelpiece, and we don’t always recognise it as the opportunity it really is.

I’ve seen so many calls to adventure over the years with my coaching clients; they are often what makes people get in touch with me in the first place. And I’ve been privileged to accompany my clients on countless extraordinary adventures, and see them reap some spectacular rewards as a result.

I sometimes see my coaching role as that of the travel guide in my clients’ adventures, helping them to clarify where they want to go, and preparing them, as far as possible, to get there safely. Of course, this is a metaphor; I find it an appealing image to picture my client and I getting ready together to embark on a quest through the dark woods.

TWO TYPES OF CALL TO ADVENTURE

So that you can understand the nature and significance of your own call more clearly, let me explain about the two different types of invitation:

1. Something happens to you

This type of call is unmistakably obvious. Something external happens to you and your life that throws you unceremoniously out of your comfort zone into a cold and confusing place.

Often, a big loss precipitates change, challenge and sometimes even crisis. Examples are job loss or redundancy, marriage or relationship breakdown, your youngest child leaving home, bereavement or serious illness. Positive changes can be catalysts too, launching you on an adventure in just the same way – developments such as moving in with your partner or getting married, starting a new job or, indeed, changing career, having a baby, moving house, starting university, turning thirty, forty, fifty or sixty (or any other noteworthy age milestone), significant weight loss, falling in love … the list is almost endless. Change creates a rite of passage into new possibilities. Even the start of a new year can herald a wonderful new beginning for you, your life and your work, if you choose this for yourself.

My point is that any significant external change in your life can propel you forward into an exciting journey if you allow it to. Faced with hurdles, we have the option of jumping over them. Similarly, we can react to a dramatic external change from a place of strength, inquiry, positive intent and open-mindedness, or we can retract into a closed place of fear and denial, where we feel powerless and our options diminish daily. Put simply, we can be reactive or proactive.

2. Something happens inside you

In this second, perhaps rather more subtle call to adventure, the invitation to the journey arises from an internal feeling, rather than an external challenge, jolt or shake-up.

For example, you may increasingly catch yourself feeling a bit odd on Sundays. Perhaps you used to have a happy sense of anticipation on a Sunday evening, thinking about what the new work week would bring, but now notice you’re feeling quite unexcited, maybe a bit anxious, apprehensive or even filled with dread.

You may have been travelling along the trajectory from anticipation to dread for many years, and realise very suddenly that you’re not enjoying your job or your career any more and that it’s time for a change. Or perhaps you’re quite self-aware and noticed the gradual changes earlier on in the process.

According to Mappiness, an app which maps happiness across the UK, and is part of a research project at the London School of Economics, Mondays and Tuesdays are the least happy days of the week, with Friday and Saturday the most happy. That means an awful lot of people are not actively enjoying their working lives, which seems like a sad waste of potential happiness and fulfilment.

Then there’s marriage. Maybe you’ve noticed that you feel lonely in your marriage – that you don’t feel joy or love any more when you think about your partner, just sad and a little empty. You recognise somewhere inside you that your relationship isn’t fulfilling any more, you feel hopeless and increasingly disenchanted at the prospect of investing more time and energy into it.

Interestingly, with relationships, as I sometimes find with my coaching clients, it’s quite common to attribute an internal sensation of block or dissatisfaction to your intimate relationships. In other words you may place unfair blame on your relationship for your own boredom or depression. By putting more into your own personal development (and then into cultivating your relationship), it’s very possible to transform a less than thrilling relationship into something dynamic and fulfilling. Sometimes, of course, two people have grown in such different ways that their journeys almost inevitably pull them apart. But not always. It is possible to reconnect, even if your journeys have taken you in temporarily different directions.

For now, though, don’t assume that because you think you’re feeling a call to adventure, to leave your long-term relationship, it means an end is inevitable and the only solution or way forward is to get out. Generally, with relationships, as with other areas of life, we’re not talking about leaving (losing, or risking) something excellent for something that is hypothetically, theoretically perfect. There is a very definite distinction between learning, growing and developing and escapism.

Sometimes, the need for change and growth can manifest as a sort of ennui, boredom, restlessness, even depression. All of these feelings may be indications that it’s time to go on an adventure to a deeper understanding and awareness – time to invest some energy and attention in your personal development and shine a light on your values and sources of inspiration to see where they might take you. Trying to stay still when your life wants you to spring forward takes a lot of energy, and can show up as a feeling of stuckness, frustration, claustrophobia or sadness. This type of avoidance can lead to deliberately numbing activities, such as overeating, drinking too much, losing yourself in television and computer games or whichever ways you as an individual may have of emotionally checking out.

WHAT A CALL TO ADVENTURE ACTUALLY FEELS LIKE

A call to adventure doesn’t always (in fact, often doesn’t) feel like you might imagine it would. You might expect to feel excited, inspired, hopeful, energised; and sometimes, you will, especially if you have a positive external call to adventure, such as a new job, a new year or a house move, for example.

However, for many people it can feel like being in the middle of a dark night or a dark room, where you can’t get your bearings. It can feel frightening, disorientating. You don’t know quite where you are or even where or who you want to be. You have the feeling that there’s a place you need to get to, that there is something potentially wonderful out there for you, but you don’t have the road map for your adventure and you don’t know where to start or head to. You can feel really lost, anxious, confused, depressed, maybe even panicky, as though you’ve been thrown out of a comfortable place and into an uncertain waiting room between two worlds. You may find yourself waking up in the early hours, your mind racing, unable to get back to sleep and feeling scared.

It is at this point in their lives that many of my clients approach me, as it is exactly when an expert coach can be especially helpful, providing the perspective with which to see their destination, as well as the tools that will get them there safely.

WHEN ARE YOU MOST LIKELY TO GET THE CALL?

A call to adventure can arrive at any time. It could be triggered when you’re eighteen by leaving home to start university, or at twenty-one, when you’re trying to decide on your vocation or looking for your first job, or in your late fifties, by the prospect of retirement.

However, in my experience as a long-term life and executive coach, the call to adventure is most likely to strike at midlife, defined most broadly as that period of life from your mid-thirties to your mid-fifties.

CRISIS OR OPPORTUNITY?

We tend to think of a ‘midlife crisis’ negatively and reductively – disparagingly, in fact. It’s thought of as affecting, characteristically, men, most likely in their mid-forties, who, alarmed at the prospect (or reality) of losing their hair and their youth, react by looking for superficial external quick fixes to make them feel young again – the stereotypical red sports car or leaving their long-term relationship to run away with another woman young enough to be their daughter, for example. Clearly, this kind of scenario is a crisis that can happen at mid-life, and clearly it’s not a constructive way to handle a fear of limitation or mortality. The problem, of course, with such superficial apparent solutions, is that they are knee-jerk reactions to change, rather than responses borne of a desire to use change as an opportunity to grow, develop and become more fulfilled. A quick fix can, and often does, lead to more problems.

But the stereotypical image of the midlife crisis is exactly that – a stereotype; and I believe something much more interesting and complex is happening. In reality, men and woman are equally affected by midlife reflectiveness and this actually starts in our thirties. Importantly though, I believe that a midlife crisis is a positive thing. And from experience of coaching many individuals at midlife to new levels of understanding, achievement and happiness, I believe, as mentioned in the Introduction, that the midlife crisis should be rebranded as midlife opportunity.

Think about it like this: imagine you’re living in a big, beautiful house with several floors and many different rooms. You’re currently occupying the rooms on the ground floor only, which you’ve furnished and made quite comfortable and pleasant. Imagine the possibilities if you ventured upstairs, opened the unopened doors, brushed the metaphorical cobwebs away, unstuck the windows to let the air in, looked at the light, the potential for creating wonderful new spaces to inhabit, ways to live, perhaps a study, a room for holding parties in, a spare bedroom for guests, a room for a gym … The scope is endless.

Your life is like that house in a way. You have all kinds of potential, possibilities, spaces inside you, gifts, strengths and unlived lives, all waiting to be stepped into and enjoyed. You just need to discover them, to be prepared to face the unknown and the less known, to see what’s there, to experiment with uncertainty, to be open-minded and prepared for delightful surprises.

I find that it’s most frequently at the midlife point that we suddenly discover the unlived life within us – that staircase leading to the rooms upstairs. Typically, in childhood and young adulthood we follow a fairly well-defined path and forward-moving trajectory that doesn’t require a huge amount of introspection or reflection. Most of our decisions are made for us, and even though we may experiment with independence as we grow older, we generally follow the path that has been defined for us, and we are busy with the external demands of higher education, finding our first (and next) job, falling in love and moving in with our partner or getting married, setting up home, making enough money to get by, having our first child …

So it’s often not until our thirties, at the earliest, that we find we have time to reflect on our lives and consider who and where we are in relation to who and where we think we might want to be. And many people, busy with the demands of a career, making a living, starting a family, don’t get to the point of pause and reflection until they reach their forties.

At the same time, there’s also a Peter-Pan thing going on, I think. Until midlife, however broadly we define it, we tend to think of ourselves as young and immortal; on some level, getting older and having a finite time to make choices in life doesn’t seem very real. Until, that is, something big happens to us (the external call to adventure) or we pause to consider that unsettling feeling that is rising inside us (the internal call).

The psychologist Carl Jung, provides a helpful framework within which to think about what’s happening to us at midlife. He refers to the midlife opportunity as ‘individuation’. At midlife we are given the chance to become more fully ourselves, to understand the depth and scale of our personality more profoundly, to move into those unexplored rooms of our self and integrate into our conscious awareness those parts of ourselves we may have been ignoring or repressing. The reward for this work of discovery is renewed inspiration, energy, excitement for life and its possibilities. In essence, midlife itself presents us with a call to adventure, an invitation to venture out from the familiar and into the unknown, to find the treasures that represent more profound and joyful life experiences. These opportunities to expand our sense of self will be explored more in the next chapter.

The call to adventure we experience at midlife, whether external or internal, represents a wonderful opportunity for happiness. It is a signal that we have almost certainly outgrown something in our lives and that we’re ready for something new and different. It is scary and daunting, but potentially exciting too, if we see it more objectively.

TRUE STORIES

Let me share some true stories with you from my clients’ experiences and my own life. You will see the variety of ways in which calls to adventure can present themselves and the fabulous outcomes that can be won by accepting the invitation.

Susan’s story

Recently, I received an email from an old client, Susan, with the inviting subject line, ‘Hurrah!’ Her email went like this: ‘What a difference a few years make, huh? I couldn’t be happier to have finally reached my ultimate professional goal and your help along that path has been invaluable. Thank you so much for your support!’

Now let me tell you where Susan was two years ago. One morning she went downstairs to get her coffee and found a note on the kitchen table. It was from her husband, and it said that he had decided to leave her – he was on his way to Canada (at the airport by the time she read the note), and wanted a divorce. To say Susan was shocked would be a big understatement. She had been unhappy in her marriage for some time, although she hadn’t realised it was on the verge of disintegration. Additionally, she wasn’t enjoying her job at all, had an unsupportive boss and some draining colleagues, and very much wanted to move to another company where she would feel more valued and fulfilled. But because it isn’t easy to find another senior position in a specialised niche industry, especially when you need to maintain the same level of income, Susan felt trapped. So she found herself in an unexpectedly dark place in all aspects of her life, where she felt lost, unfulfilled, uncertain, let down and scared.

Fast forward two years: with coaching support, focus, dedication, commitment and courage, Susan is happily divorced, enjoying being single and actively dating again. She tells me that so many eligible, interested men are pursuing her that she is now convinced being over forty and single is quite fun! I’m also happy to report that she has a fabulous new job which she was invited to apply for. She is inspired by the values and mission of her new company (is a partner there, in fact), she respects her colleagues and enjoys their company, is earning significantly more than before and is generally thrilled with her life. We’re meeting up soon for a celebratory glass of champagne.

John’s story

While Susan’s call was external in that something happened to her that catapulted her forward, John’s call was very much an internal one.

John was one of my very first coaching clients, a London solicitor, working for the firm which had been in the family for a few generations. He was uninspired by life as a solicitor in London, to say the least. He was bored, frustrated, stressed, and unhappy, and he wasn’t even particularly successful or prosperous in his profession. His cluttered, confused desk was a good metaphor for his state of overwhelm.

At our first coaching meeting, John told me he felt dread at the prospect of another day at work, he was facing tax demands which he didn’t think he could meet and he felt trapped in the family firm, unable to conceive of another way to live and work. He was single, a bit isolated, slightly overweight and came across as harried and absent-minded in his demeanour. When I asked him what he most enjoyed in his life at the moment, he lit up and told me that occasionally he went to Wales for the weekend, where he hiked in the hills, played golf and looked at houses – property being another of his interests.

John and I worked together for about two years, focusing on what he most enjoyed, his values, what was holding him back from changing his life and work and what his vision for himself might look like. He worked hard to change his life and his work, and each month he moved forward.

By the end of two years, something dramatic had happened. John had moved permanently to Wales and given up his profession as a lawyer, closing the London business. He had decided to combine his love for Wales with his interest in property by investing there. He had
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WHAT HAPPENS IF YOU TURN DOWN OR IGNORE THE CALL?














WHAT HAPPENS IF YOU FOLLOW THE CALL?
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GETTING WHERE YOU
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