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“I never knew what was driving me, but now I get it… I have the Danger Habitl This book has helped me learn how my need for speed can be used for good, rather than as a destructive force in my life.”

—CHANDLER BROWNLEE President, Christian Surfers United States




“When I was in my late twenties I volunteered to smuggle Bibles across the Chinese border. It was one of the most terrifying and thrilling adventures of my life. Up until that time I had done many things to experience the adrenaline rush that I craved. And like Mike, I never fully met that need until I gave that area of my life over to the purposes of Christ—then I discovered a life of true adventure that brought satisfaction and lasting purpose. I would dare anyone who feels driven to experience life to the fullest to read this book.”

—TRI ROBINSON

Senior Pastor of the Vineyard in Boise, Idaho and author of two books, Saving God's Green Earth and Revolutionary Leadership




“Through the honesty and transparency of his life and writing, Mike reinforces that crucial need for people who are relentlessly driven for new challenges and experiences to constantly seek and be vulnerable to God's movement in our lives.”

—CHRISTIAN BUCKLEY President, Covered Images




“The Danger Habit reads like an ops plan for God's very own ‘special forces’…His warriors with extreme natures. Barrett puts them solidly in the fight…the Right fight. Anyone battling to understand how to combine thrill and theology, risk and reverence, will find this book an inspiring guide.”

—LT. STEVE ELLIOTT Wisconsin's 2001 Police Officer of the Year
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To my beautiful wife Donna.
Your own love for risk appeared when you married me
ten weeks after we met. Ever since then you have been a
champion through the best and worst this adventure brings.
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these pages. My own temperament is more what he terms “foundational”—but with some radical elements mixed in, some attraction to the edge and those who dwell out there. I may be foundational, but I've spent a good share of the past forty years interviewing and hanging with some very radical individuals—climbers, windsurfers, drug smugglers, big-water paddlers, deep-sea fishermen, lifestyle adventurers, and other wild-haired people, but mostly surfers.

Mike's subject here is the “danger habit,” which is addictive behavior involving all sorts of edgework. The call of the wild and the lure of danger are powerful, and apparently answering them can kick off a spiral of adrenal intoxication leading to potentially unpleasant results. Surfers, for instance, have been steadily ratcheting up their adrenalin levels over recent decades as new techniques have opened the door to riding larger and larger waves. Last time I checked, waves over seventy feet tall have been successfully surfed with the assistance of personal watercraft (like Jet-Skis) and surfboards with footstraps.

Clearly any surfer who does that is crazy but it's crazy-fun for spectators, who have their own connection to the danger habit. Meanwhile, the men and women who tow-surf into giant waves have become a new generation of Argonauts whose accomplishments are so beyond what was thought possible just a decade or so ago that they begin to exude the aura of human gods—what the Greeks called champions.

In this book, Mike explores the addictive (or habitual) nature of flirting with danger and pushing the envelope of inherent caution until life becomes a fearless (and maybe chemically altered) endeavor. His message is that addictive behavior of any sort (even addiction to a religion or its concomitant “divine comfort”) is potentially problematic for the individual and at times for society as well.

George Gurdjieff, an early twentieth-century teacher of “esoteric Christianity,” defined sin as “that which is unnecessary” By that standard, a lot of what we call “lifestyle” or action sports is sinful… an indulgence. And yet it's such great fun—thrilling for participant and voyeur alike!

To make a giant leap here: Although I don't have a “belief system per se, it seems readily apparent to me that a Christian is someone who tries to do what Christ would have done in a particular moment or situation. Christ is the guy who was quoted as saying, “No slave can serve two masters, for a slave will either hate one and love the other, or be devoted to one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and wealth.” But how about God and adrenaline?

Exposure to the wild and to danger develops strengths and understanding of principles that an individual can apply to other arenas. For instance, surfers are uniquely equipped to offer assistance in certain situations (like tsunamis, hurricanes, and other natural disasters). Surfers and other extreme-sports athletes are intimately aware of the quality of the environment and especially acquainted with machinations of nature. To take the experiences of danger and the lessons that came from them and apply a new understanding to the realities of our modern world is the greater labor of champions.

I believe that the transformation of the self-absorbed “danger habit” into heroic efforts for the common good represents one of the great possibilities for near-term positive evolution in human culture. Mike's revolutionary book could well be the first ripple in a new wave of consciousness that will lift the individual and mankind towards a more conscious and balanced future.

—Drew Kampion
Author of The Way of the Surfer
and editor of The Surfer's Path
October 2006
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The Way
You're Wired
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off-the-wall. First ascent. Pulling a 900. F-ticket ndes. Big air. Aced a 5.14a. Class 5 rapid. Diamond runs. Talk like that means something to us. We're surfers, skaters, boardheads, kayakers, climbers, bikers, kiters, and serial entrepreneurs. As a group, we tend to feel most alive when we are living on the radical edge of things. We are constantly looking for adventure.

We have been called radical, extreme, hard charging, adrenaline junkies, and thrill seekers. Also freaks, lunatics, idiots, and worse. Whatever. We live outside the boxes handed to us by religion and culture, and we like it that way.

But it comes with a cost.

The same guy who's always grabbing a board and running out the door is likely to be running up a record of dumb choices in other areas of his life. The same guy who burns through jobs is probably also burning through relationships. Sooner or later we find we can't move fast enough to outrun the damage. And when it catches up with us, it hurts—bad.

My favorite quote from the last twenty years is by the boxer Mike Tyson. Iron Mike was meeting with reporters before a big title fight—against Buster Douglas in Las Vegas, I think. One reporter prefaced his question with something like this: “Mike, your opponent has been watching films of your other fights, training hard. He has a plan to beat you. What are you going to do about that?”

In his signature high-pitched voice and lisp, Mike Tyson said, “Man, everyone's got a plan… until they get hit.”

I think about how many game plans Iron Mike changed with his thundering right. Fifty wins in his heavyweight career, to be exact—forty-four by knockout.

But I also think about all the hits I have given and taken, and how they've changed my plans too. A lot. For people like me—a little narcissistic, a little ADD, a lot risk junky—change seems to come only after a big hit. But is that all we can look forward to in our futures—taking one Tyson-like right hook after another to the temple of our selfish lives? I don't think so. This book is about another way to see ourselves, and a better way to change.

I am forty-two years old, and I cannot sit still in a meeting. I know that we're born with certain tendencies, traits, and dispositions that we carry throughout life. But I am changing, mostly as a by-product of the difficult journey I am on and the unwavering commitment God has made to keep hammering on me. And hammer me He does, faithfully, sometimes to the point where I feel I might not be able to take it anymore. It may be the same for you.

My friend and mentor, Vic Anfuso, once told me something that has rang true in my life. “If you read something you will gain knowledge. If you do not read the fine print, however, you will gain experience.” That is the point of this book. To share the experiences I, and others throughout history, have endured as a result of not reading the fine print. We lived a good part of our lives feeding our danger habit and, as a result, jumped into the battle without an ax.

If you're beginning to recognize yourself in these words, then this book is for you. It's a book for people who like to burn the candle at both ends. It is for the trashed, crashed, and thrashed. It is for people who live for risk, and love it so much they'll risk another big hit almost every time.

But The Danger Habit invites you to explore the possibilities that God not only intentionally wired you for an extreme life, but He also has a healthy, promising way for you to make the most of what He created you to be.
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The Danger Habit


My heroes are the ones who survived doing it wrong,
who made mistakes, but recovered from them.

BONO




A strong man knows how to use his strength,
but a person with knowledge is even more powerful

PROVERBS 24:5, GOD'S WORD




As a kid, I always colored outside the lines and was
chidedfor not staying within them. In reality, it was
harder to stay inside. Outside was freedom of self and
expression of who God created me to be.

TED GILLETTE, SURFER, BUSINESSMAN, PASTOR
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sometimes get the best of us. Which is what happened one Sunday afternoon when I went surfing in front of our home on the Oregon Coast with my fifteen-year-old son, Joel.

It was late January and, completely out of character, the sun was out in full force. A slight offshore wind lifted spray off the top edge of each wave. Two separate tow-surfing teams were at work in the water that day I had done tow-surfing a few times and quickly realized that paying for the gas and breathing in the exhaust was not my cup of tea. However, walking across the street to surf with my son, unassisted by machinery, was pure and right.

Joel and I paddled out to the swells on the outside sandbar. The eight-foot waves created a wave face of well over twelve feet. In surfing we call that “double overhead.” And it was all of that and a bit more.

Looking things over, Joel decided he was out of his league and sat on his board just outside the impact zone while I tried to paddle into a few. Joel is on the high school swim team and a solid waterman for his age, but he has only been surfing for a few years, so he was intimidated on this day for good reason. I've been surfing on and off since I was ten years old, and I was pretty excited.

I caught my first wave, a moderate-sized one that hurled me down the line. I made a quick exit out the top of the wave as it began to close off into a thundering shore break.

As I paddled back out, Joel paddled for his first wave, a smaller swell that looked safer than the others we'd been seeing. Joel is sensible. I respect him for that. For many reasons surfing with him and talking with him are deep and mean-ingful. Nearly twelve years ago Joel lost his mother, my first wife, to cancer. He was only five years old then and his younger brother Joshua was only two. Since then we have been close. Surfing together is a treasure I don't take lightly

On this one beautiful Sunday, things suddenly changed for the worse. Much larger swells loomed on the horizon, what we sometimes call a “clean up set.” Waves come in sporadic sets and at some surf spots the sets can build up in size over time. They're called “clean up sets” because they tend to clean up everything in their path—surfers, kelp, seals, logs… everything.

Joel began paddling as hard as he could toward shore. I paddled as hard as I could toward Hawaii. When a wave broke right in front of me, I ditched my board and swam as deep as I could. I felt my leash break and knew that my board was headed toward the beach. I was in for a fifteen-minute swim.

By this time, Joel was twenty yards closer to shore. I saw him get pummeled. The white water alone must have been eight feet high as it reached him. Later, he said it briefly pinned him to the bottom.

Surfers learn to take their time in these situations. Panicking or swimming too hard just depletes the oxygen in your blood and can hasten dehydration. That will bring on dizziness and fatigue, which increase your risk of drowning. So you just learn to relax and swim.

Which is what I did.

At one point during my long swim to the shore, I noticed a Coast Guard helicopter flying over my head. I thought, How convenient If I were in trouble here, that guy would rescue me. Cool! By the time I reached shallow water, I noticed a police officer walking down the beach toward my son, who was waiting near my board. Then I saw the local fire department backing their rescue jet skis toward the water while an ambulance crew unloaded equipment.

Who were they here to rescue?
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I came out of the water down the beach from where my son and half a dozen others were standing. As soon as he spotted me, Joel looked immensely relieved. In minutes I learned that everyone was there to rescue me. Joel had seen my board come in without me, and I was in the water too far outside the huge swells to be visible. Thinking I was in trouble, he'd called 911.

The whole experience was embarrassing for me, but for Joel it was excruciating and nearly heartbreaking. Afterward, I made sure he knew that calling 911 had been the right thing to do. I was proud of him.

Later, the more I thought about it, the more my embarrassment turned to self-doubt. My habit of taking risks to get a bigger charge out of life had inflicted direct, unnecessary pain on my son.

What kind of father does that?

If you're like me, you can look in your past and find clues.

Built to Thrash

Living on the edge makes life more exciting, especially for people who need to escape. And as a kid, I really needed to escape some things. My heart must have been broken about five hundred times before I turned ten. Not that I'm alone in feeling that way, but those early school years were filled with experiences that made me question my worth. My memory is foggy now about much of it, but I remember mockery, meanness, getting beat up on the playground, being the last one picked for dodge-ball. I remember lunches of a peanut-butter-and-jelly tortilla because we didn't have money for bread that week.

Things got better when I stumbled into skateboarding and surfing. My father bought me a ten-foot surfboard that I couldn't even carry to the water by myself. We lived across the street from the beach in Oxnard, California, and my parents could always find where I was surfing by looking for the line in the sand created by the tail of the forty-five-pound board I was dragging across the beach. There were summer days so hot I would do my best to run across the sand that burned my bare feet, periodically stopping to lay the board down and bury my feet deeper in the cooler part of the sand. Then I would gather the courage to make another one-hundred-foot run toward the water. The lifestyle fit me like a glove.

I also became one of the first-generation skateboarders. Without realizing it, my friends and I were on the bleeding edge of extreme sports before anyone was even using the term extreme sports. This was in the early seventies when California beach houses sold for $40,000, and Volkswagens and Datsuns were outselling American cars. We used to listen to scratched Beach Boys records on the turntable, or we got caught up in the great Los Angeles rock-radio wars between KMET and KLOS. Those were the days when we wondered if the Soviets were really going to bomb us, and President Nixon was telling us he was not a crook.

Its hard to believe now, but my first skateboard had metal wheels fit over a metal axle with no flex at all under the board. The ungodly noise it threw off echoed between houses down Ocean Drive, letting the whole neighborhood know that the skateboarders were out. Riding the asphalt streets on metal was enough to make your teeth fillings fall out. But we loved it. Escaping from the house to ride down the street with a few long-haired friends was pure joy and freedom. I remember riding on summer nights, turning so hard on concrete that our metal wheels would throw sparks from under the board.

Clay wheels improved things, but we still had to pack grease into the ball bearings to keep them from sparking, arcing, melting down, and seizing up. All the kids on my street got pretty excited when better technology finally came to the skateboard world in the form of polyurethane Simms wheels. Heck, I listened enough to my chemistry teacher to know that poly-anything meant the new wheels were going to be really cool. Those Simms wheels opened up a whole new world of going fast and turning hard. Ramp skating took off. Covertly draining the swimming pool at an empty house became the thing to do. Skate parks opened and skateboard magazines hit the shelves of surf shops and drugstores everywhere.

One day things changed for me. It was still in the pre-poly era. A few friends and I decided to take a
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