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            Introduction
The Never-Ending Story

         
         Some revolutions begin with a gunshot, others with a party. This one kicked off1 on a Friday night in downtown Athens, in 415 BCE. Alcibiades, a prominent Greek general2 and politician, had invited a small circle of friends to his villa for what was to become one of the more infamous bacchanals
            in history. Hooded in the stolen robes of a high priest, Alcibiades swept down his marble staircase, recited a forbidden incantation,
            and produced an ornate decanter. Carefully, he poured a single shot of a dark liquid into each guest’s glass. A few more words,
            an exuberant cheer, and everyone drained their cups.
         

         
         In less than an hour,3 the effects took hold. “Fears, terrors, quiverings, mortal sweats, and a lethargic stupor come and overwhelm us,” the historian
            Plutarch later recounted. “But, as soon as we are out of it, we pass into delightful meadows, where the purest air is breathed,
            where sacred concerts and discourses are heard; where, in short, one is impressed with celestial visions.”
         

         
         By sunup, those visions had faded, replaced by repercussions in the real world. Alcibiades’s illicit party kicked off a chain
            of events that would prompt him to flee Athens, dodge a death sentence, betray his government, and set in motion the trial
            and execution of his beloved teacher, Socrates.
         

         
         Famously handsome, eloquent, and ambitious, Alcibiades’s faults were as plentiful as his gifts. He offered sex to Socrates
            in exchange for the philosopher’s deepest secrets. Before his wife could divorce him for womanizing, he dragged her out of
            court by her hair. Politically, he played both sides against the middle, and his only true allegiance was to his career. So
            when his rivals got wind of that scandalous evening, they ratted him out to the highest Athenian court for stealing “kykeon,” the sacred elixir he’d shared with his guests. He was tried in absentia for a crime punishable by death—blaspheming the
            Mysteries.
         

         
         And not just any mysteries; the Eleusinian Mysteries,4 a two-thousand-year-old initiatory ritual that had an outsize impact on Western philosophy and counted some of Greece’s
            most famous citizens among its elect. Foundational notions like Plato’s world of forms and Pythagoras’s music of the spheres
            were informed by these rites. “Our Mysteries had a very real meaning,”5 Plato explained, “he that has been purified and initiated [at Eleusis] shall dwell with the gods.” Cicero went further,6 calling the rites the pinnacle of Greek achievement: “Among the many excellent and indeed divine institutions which . . .
            Athens has brought forth and contributed to human life, none, in my opinion, is better than the Mysteries. . . . In [them]
            we perceive the real principles of life, and learn not only how to live in joy, but also to die with better hope.”
         

         
         In more contemporary terms, the Eleusinian Mysteries were an elaborate nine-day ritual designed to strip away standard frames
            of reference, profoundly alter consciousness, and unlock a heightened level of insight. Specifically, the mysteries combined
            a number of state-changing techniques—fasting, singing, dancing, drumming, costumes, dramatic storytelling, physical exhaustion,
            and kykeon (the substance Alcibiades stole for his party)—to induce a cathartic experience of death, rebirth, and “divine inspiration.”
         

         
         And so powerful was this experience and so significant were those insights that the Mysteries persisted for more than two
            thousand years. A lesser ritual would have fizzled or, at least, become an empty gesture devoid of its original power. Eleusis,
            historians tell us, endured time and turmoil for a couple of key reasons: First, initiates kept the mystery in the Mystery—disclosing
            any of its secrets, as Alcibiades did, was a capital offense. And second, kykeon, that dark liquid at the heart of the ritual, packed one hell of a punch.
         

         
         For anthropologists, uncovering the ingredients of kykeon has become a Holy Grail kind of quest. It ranks right up there with
            decoding soma, the ancient Indian sacrament that inspired Aldous Huxley’s groupthink happy drug in Brave New World. Swiss chemist Albert Hofmann7 and Harvard-trained classicist Carl Ruck argued that the barley in kykeon might have been tainted with an ergot fungus. This same fungus generates lysergic acid (LSA), a precursor to the LSD that
            Hofmann famously synthesized in his Sandoz pharmaceutical lab. When consumed accidentally,8 ergot prompts delirium, prickly limbs, and the hallucinations known as “St. Anthony’s fire.” When taken on purpose, within
            the context of an intensive initiatory ritual, you have all the ingredients of a highly effective ecstatic technology—so effective
            (and, presumably, so enjoyable) that Alcibiades was willing to risk his life to steal it for a party.
         

         
         All of which is to say, as far back as we can trace Western civilization, buried among the stories that bore schoolchildren
            to tears, we find tales of rebel upstarts willing to bet it all for an altered state of consciousness. And this isn’t an isolated
            incident. It’s just an early indicator of a perennial pattern, hidden inside of history, tucked among the names and dates
            we know so well.
         

         
         At the center of this dynamic sits the myth of Prometheus,9 the original upstart rebel, who stole fire from the gods and shared it with humankind. And he didn’t just steal a book of
            matches, but also the power to seed civilization: language, art, medicine, and technology. Enraged that mortals would now
            have the same power as the gods, Zeus chained Prometheus to a rock, letting eagles rip out his innards for eternity.
         

         
         This story has continued to repeat itself throughout the ages. Typically, a rebel, seeker, or trickster steals fire from the
            gods. It can take the form of a potent celebratory rite, a heretical new scripture, an obscure spiritual practice, or a secret,
            state-changing technology. Whatever the case, the rebel sneaks the flame out of the temple and shares it with the world. It
            works. Things get exciting. Insights pile up. Then, inevitably, the party gets out of hand. The keepers of law and order—call
            them the priests—spot the hedonistic blaze, track down the thief, and shut down the show. And so it goes, until the next cycle
            begins.
         

         
         Stealing Fire is the story of the latest round in this cycle and, potentially, the first time in history we have a chance for a different
            ending. It’s the story of an entirely new breed of Promethean upstart—Silicon Valley executives, members of the U.S. special
            forces, maverick scientists, to name only a few—who are using ecstatic techniques to alter consciousness and accelerate performance.
            And the strangest part? It’s a revolution that’s been hiding in plain sight.
         

         
         
            Accidental Prometheans

            If a revolution is the kind of thing you can stumble upon, then we—your authors, Steven and Jamie—stumbled upon this one a
               few years ago. And really, we should have seen it coming.
            

            
            That’s because at the Flow Genome Project10 we study the relationship between altered states and peak performance, focused primarily on the experience known as flow. Defined as an “optimal state of consciousness where we feel our best and perform our best,” flow refers to those “in the
               zone” moments where focus gets so intense that everything else disappears. Action and awareness start to merge. Our sense
               of self vanishes. Our sense of time as well. And all aspects of performance, both mental and physical, go through the roof.
            

            
            Scientists have known about the relationship11 between flow and peak performance for more than a century, but a real understanding of this relationship has been slow in
               coming. The main problem was conflicting motivations. The people really good at finding flow, mostly artists and athletes,
               were rarely interested in studying it. And the people interested in studying flow, primarily academics, were rarely good at
               finding it.
            

            
            “We founded the Flow Genome Project in an attempt to solve this problem. Our goal was to take a multidisciplinary approach
               to mapping the neurobiology of flow, and then open-source the results. But to do this, we had to establish a common language
               around these states. So Steven wrote The Rise of Superman, a book about the neuroscience of peak performance and action sports.
            

            
            Following the book’s release, we found ourselves talking flow with a wider and wider assortment of people. What began as meetings
               with individuals and organizations with a vested interest in high-stakes competition—professional athletes and the military—expanded
               into Fortune 500 companies, financial organizations, tech firms, health-care providers, and universities. The idea that nonordinary
               states of consciousness could improve performance was spreading out of the extreme and into the mainstream.
            

            
            But what caught our attention were the conversations we were having after those presentations. On too many occasions to count, people would pull us aside to tell us about their clandestine experiments
               with “ecstatic technologies.”12 We met military officers going on monthlong meditation retreats, Wall Street traders zapping their brains with electrodes,
               trial lawyers stacking off-prescription pharmaceuticals, famous tech founders visiting transformational festivals, and teams
               of engineers microdosing with psychedelics. In other words, everywhere we went, someone was trying to steal the kykeon.
            

            
            We wanted to know precisely where this trend was originating and exactly how these leaders were altering their mental states
               to enhance performance. So we lit out on the trail of these modern-day Prometheans. Over the last four years, this journey
               has led us all over the world13: to the Virginia Beach home of SEAL Team Six, to the Googleplex in Mountain View, to the Burning Man festival in Nevada,
               to Richard Branson’s Caribbean hideaway, to luxurious dachas outside Moscow, to Red Bull’s headquarters in Santa Monica, to
               Nike’s innovation team in Portland, to bio-hacking conferences in Pasadena, to private dinners with United Nations advisers
               in New York. And the stories that we heard stunned us.
            

            
            In their own ways, with differing languages, techniques, and applications, every one of these groups has been quietly seeking
               the same thing: the boost in information and inspiration that altered states provide. They are deliberately cultivating these
               states to solve critical challenges and outperform their competition. It isn’t just grit, or better habits, or longer hours
               that are separating the best from the rest. To hear these trail-blazers tell it, the insights they receive in those states
               are what make all the difference. And unlike in earlier, more guarded eras, today they’re openly talking about their adventures.
               The ecstatics are coming out of the closet.
            

            
            Put all these experiences together and it’s beginning to seem like a Promethean uprising. Advances in science and technology
               are giving us unprecedented access to and insight about the upper range of human experience, arguably the most controversial
               and misunderstood territory in history. Around the world, revelers, soldiers, scientists, artists, entrepreneurs, technologists,
               and business leaders are leveraging these insights for a common goal: a glimpse above the clouds. First in isolation, then
               in increasing numbers, and now, if you know where to look, virtually everywhere you look. We are witnessing a groundswell,
               a growing movement to storm heaven and steal fire. It’s a revolution in human possibility.
            

            
            And this is a book about that revolution.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part One
The Case for Ecstasis

         
         
            “The alternative is unconsciousness,1 the default setting, the rat race, the constant gnawing sense of having had, and lost, some infinite thing.”
            

            —David Foster Wallace

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One
What Is This Fire?

         
         
            The Switch

            One of the hardest parts of being a Navy SEAL1 isn’t knowing when to shoot; it’s knowing when not to shoot. And we know why. If you put a dozen guys in a dark room and arm them with automatic weapons, somebody’s going to
               blink. Or twitch. Then it’s game on. That’s what made capturing Al-Wazu2 such a challenge: more than anything else, the SEALs needed him alive.
            

            
            It was late September 2004, at a forward operating base in the northeastern corner of Afghanistan. A couple of dozen members
               of the elite SEAL Team Six, or, in their preferred parlance, DEVGRU, were stationed there, gathering intelligence and staging
               missions. Some six months prior, a radio operator had noticed a spike in Wazu chatter. Perhaps he was hiding in the woods
               to the south of them. Possibly he was in the mountains to the north. Then the rumors turned into facts. Wazu actually was
               in the woods and the mountains, holed up in an alpine forest some seventy miles west of their current position.
            

            
            For the SEALs, this wasn’t good news. The terrain to the west was high desert—lonely, barren, and rough. Not enough cover for a stealth mission. Under these conditions,
               there was no way to get in without a firefight; no guarantee they could capture Wazu alive.
            

            
            Though he was once a midlevel player, Al-Wazu’s notoriety had skyrocketed after he’d pulled off a feat no other Al-Qaeda operative
               had accomplished: an escape from an American detention center. This single act elevated him to the upper echelons of the organization,
               earning him a band of committed followers and that ultimate jihadi honor: a personal letter of commendation from Osama bin
               Laden.
            

            
            Ever since, Wazu had been busy: recruiting, raiding, and killing. That’s why the SEALs needed him alive. His value as an intelligence
               asset had quadrupled. There was enough in his head to take down most of the remaining cells in the area. Plus, the SEALs wanted
               to send a message.
            

            
            And that day in September, they got their chance. The radio call came in the afternoon: Al-Wazu was on the move. He’d come
               out of the woods and down from the mountains. He was heading straight for them.
            

            
            For the SEALs, this changed everything. With a moving target, the variables multiplied exponentially. Anything could happen.
               The team got together and combed through the mission. Contingency plans were put into place, details were committed to memory.
               Day turned into night and night rolled on.
            

            
            They only had five hours until dawn, and still no target. The SEALs needed the darkness. Their mission got much more complicated
               during the day. There were more people awake and more traffic on the roads and too many ways a suspect could disappear into
               a crowd.
            

            
            Then, after all that waiting, they suddenly had a target. Al-Wazu had stopped. Only a few hours of darkness remained and the
               SEALs couldn’t believe their luck. He’d holed up less than a mile from their current position—they could literally walk to
               the op.
            

            
            Commander Rich Davis (for security, not his real name) wasn’t sure it was luck. As the leader of this unit, he knew how badly
               his men wanted Al-Wazu. They were keyed up. A mile hike wasn’t much. Davis would have preferred a three-hour uphill slog.
               Three hours wouldn’t tire them out, but it might calm them down. Might help them focus. Might help them merge.
            

            
            The Greeks had a word3 for this merger that Davis quite liked—ecstasis—the act of “stepping beyond oneself.” Davis had his own word as well. He called it “the switch,” the moment they stopped
               being separate men with lives and wives and things that matter. The moment they became, well, there’s no easy way to explain
               it—but something happened out there.
            

            
            Plato described ecstasis as an altered state where our normal waking consciousness vanishes completely, replaced by an intense
               euphoria and a powerful connection to a greater intelligence. Contemporary scientists have slightly different terms and descriptions.
               They call the experience “group flow.” “[It’s] a peak state,” explains psychologist Keith Sawyer in his book Group Genius,4 “a group performing at its top level of ability. . . . In situations of rapid change, it’s more important than ever for a
               group to be able to merge action and awareness, to adjust immediately by improvising.”
            

            
            Whatever the description, for the SEALs, once that switch was flipped, the experience was unmistakable. Their awareness shifted.
               They stopped acting like individuals, and they started operating as one—a single entity, a hive mind. In the high-stakes hot
               zone that is their job, this collective awareness is, as Davis says, “the only way to get the job done.”
            

            
            And isn’t that peculiar? It means that on the night in question, during a critical mission to capture and not to kill, an
               altered state was the only thing standing between Al-Wazu and a preemptive double tap to the chest. As isolated individuals,
               with fingers on the trigger, someone was bound to twitch. But as a team, thinking and moving together? Intelligence got multiplied,
               fear divided. The whole wasn’t just greater than the sum of its parts; it was smarter and braver too. So Commander Rich Davis
               wasn’t just hoping they’d flip the switch that evening; he was banking on it.
            

            
            “More than any other skill,” he explains, “SEALs rely on this merger of consciousness. Being able to flip that switch—that’s
               the real secret to being a SEAL.”
            

            
         
         
            The High Cost of Ninja Assassins

            It costs $25,000 to turn5 an average Joe into a combat-ready U.S. Marine. SEALs, meanwhile, cost a lot more. Estimates for eight weeks6 of Navy basic training, six months of underwater demolition training, six months of advanced skills training, and eighteen
               months of predeployment platoon training—that is, what it takes to get a SEAL ready for combat—total out to roughly $500,000
               per head. Which is to say, the Navy SEALs are among the most expensive collections of warfighters ever assembled.
            

            
            And that’s just the cost of training garden-variety ninja assassins. Making it to the elite DEVGRU unit requires first rotating
               through several other SEAL teams (there are nine in total). As it costs about $1 million a year7 to keep a frogman in the field, and these rotations take a couple of years to complete, add roughly another $2.5 million
               to the tally. Finally, there are additional months of hostage rescue training, which is DEVGRU’s specialty, at somewhere north
               of $250,000 per. All in, those couple dozen men under Rich Davis’s command, the SEAL unit charged with capturing, not killing,
               Al-Wazu, were an exceptionally well-oiled $85 million machine.
            

            
            So what are U.S. taxpayers getting for their money?

            
            A decent place to start is with the job description itself, or rather, the lack of one. SEALs are multitasking multitools.
               As their official website 8 explains: “There is no typical ‘day at the office’ for a Navy SEAL. SEALs constantly learn, improve and refine skills working with
               their teammates. Their office not only transcends the elements of Sea, Air and Land, but also international boundaries, the
               extremes of geography and the spectrum of conflict.”
            

            
            The technical term SEALs use to describe these conditions is VUCA—Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, and Ambiguous. Prevailing over this type of chaos requires an astounding level of cognitive
               dexterity. As Rich Davis explains: “the most expensive part of these already expensive warfighters is the three pounds of
               gray matter resting inside their skulls.”
            

            
            Of course, this isn’t how we normally think of SEALs. What we know best about these special operators is how hard they train
               their bodies, not their minds. Hell Week, for example, the kickoff to their infamous selection process, is five and a half
               days of nonstop physical exertion and radical sleep deprivation that routinely breaks world-class athletes. But even this
               crucible is more about brain than body. As SEALFit founder Mark Divine9 recently told Outside magazine, “[T]raining is designed to find the few who have the mental toughness needed to become a SEAL.”
            

            
            “Grit” is the term psychologists use to describe that mental toughness—a catch-all for passion, persistency, resiliency, and, to
               a certain extent, ability to suffer. And while this is accurate—SEALs are gritty as hell—it’s only part of the picture. Grit
               only refers to individual toughness, and the secret to becoming a SEAL has everything to do with team. “At every step of the
               training,” says Davis, “from the first day of BUD/S (Basic Underwater Demolition/SEALs) through their last day in DEVGRU,
               we are weeding out candidates who cannot shift their consciousness and merge with the team.”
            

            
            On the surface, of course, this seems ridiculous. “Ecstasis” is the antecedent for “ecstasy,” which, if you can get beyond the club drug references, describes a profoundly unusual state, an experience far beyond our
               normal sense of self, and definitely not a term traditionally associated with elite special forces. It certainly doesn’t show
               up in the recruiting brochures.
            

            
            Yet everything we consider SEAL training is actually a brutal filtration system that, beyond the obvious tactical skills and
               physical perseverance, sorts for exclusively one thing: Does an operator, with his back against the wall, retreat into himself,
               or merge with his team? This is why they relentlessly emphasize “swim buddies” (the partner you can never leave behind, no
               matter what) in basic training. Why, even on deployment in Afghanistan—where there’s not a body of water for thousands of
               miles—they still have “swim buddies.” It’s also how they separate good from great in the fabled Kill House, their specially
               designed hostage rescue training facility, where they measure a team’s ability to move as one by the millimeter, where success
               requires an almost superhuman collective awareness.
            

            
            “When SEALs sweep a building,” says Rich Davis, “slow is dangerous. We want to move as fast as possible. To do this, there
               are only two rules. The first is do the exact opposite of what the guy in front of you is doing—so if he looks left, then
               you look right. The second is trickier: the person who knows what to do next is the leader. We’re entirely nonhierarchical
               in that way. But in a combat environment, when split seconds make all the difference, there’s no time for second-guessing.
               When someone steps up to become the new leader, everyone, immediately, automatically, moves with him. It’s the only way we
               win.”
            

            
            This “dynamic subordination,” where leadership is fluid and defined by conditions on the ground, is the foundation of flipping
               the switch. And, even back when team leaders understood it far less than they do today, establishing this foundation was a
               top priority. “The Navy’s caste system,”10 Team Six’s colorful founder, Richard Marcinko, wrote in his autobiography, Rogue Warrior, “has the reputation of being about as rigid as any in the world.” To get past those divisions, Marcinko broke ranks with
               strict naval protocols. He had the SEALs forgo standard dress codes and divisions between officers and enlisted: they wore
               what they wanted and rarely saluted each other. He also employed a time-tested bonding technique: getting drunk. Before deployment,
               he’d take his team out to a local Virginia Beach bar for one final bender. If there were any simmering tensions between members,
               they’d invariably come out after a few drinks. By morning, the men might be nursing headaches, but they’d be straight with
               each other and ready to function as a seamless unit.
            

            
            Whether it’s Marcinko’s ad hoc methods for flipping the switch back in the eighties, or Davis’s more refined approaches today, one critical issue remains:
               the ability to shut off the self and merge with the team is an exceptional and peculiar talent. That’s why the SEALs have
               spent several decades developing such a rigorous filtration process. “If we really understood this phenomenon,” says Davis,
               “we could train for it, not screen for it.”
            

            
            Unfortunately, screening is expensive and not that efficient. Nearly 80 percent of SEAL candidates wash out. They lose a ton
               of capable soldiers to the process. While it costs $500,000 to successfully train a SEAL, the cost of failure is tens of millions
               per year. Sure, some candidates fail to execute tactically—they shoot a cardboard hostage in the Kill House or drop a weapon
               out of a helicopter—but far more fail to synch up collectively. And this isn’t surprising. Navigating ecstasis isn’t in any
               field manual. It’s a blank spot on their maps, beyond the pen of most cartographers, beyond the ken of rational folk.
            

            
            But to the SEALs charged with capturing, not killing, Al-Wazu, it wasn’t beyond the ken. It was just what happened out there.
               And, on that late September night, it happened quickly.
            

            
            “The switch flipped as soon as we moved out,” says Davis. “I could feel it, but I could also see it: the invisible mechanism
               locking in, the group synchronizing as we patrolled. The point man looking ahead, every man behind alternating their focus:
               one left, the next right, with rear security covering our six. Never walking backwards, but stopping, turning, scanning, then
               quickening the pace to catch up with the group, before doing it again. To look at it from a distance it would seem choreographed.”
            

            
            But it wasn’t.

            
            The patrol was quick. In less than twenty minutes they reached the compound: four buildings surrounded by a high concrete
               wall. They stopped for a moment, final checks, a slight reorganization, then lit out again in five groups of five. One group
               covered the west and north, another the east and south, a third stayed behind to watch their backs. The final two groups launched
               the main assault. Everyone knew his job. Silence was key. Radio calls were prohibited. “Talking is too slow,” says Davis.
               “It complicates things.”
            

            
            The assault teams were over the wall and into the buildings, blazingly fast. The first room was empty, the second was crowded
               and dark. There were armed guards mixed in with unarmed women and children. Under these conditions, false positives are more
               the rule than the exception, and knowing when not to shoot becomes the difference between a successful mission and an international incident.
            

            
            The conscious mind is a potent tool, but it’s slow, and can manage only a small amount of information at once. The subconscious,
               meanwhile, is far more efficient. It can process more data in much shorter time frames. In ecstasis, the conscious mind takes
               a break, and the subconscious takes over. As this occurs, a number of performance-enhancing neurochemicals flood the system,
               including norepinephrine and dopamine. Both of these chemicals amplify focus, muscle reaction times, and pattern recognition.
               With the subconscious in charge and those neurochemicals in play, SEALs can read micro-expressions across dark rooms at high
               speeds.
            

            
            So, when a team enters hostile terrain, they can break complex threats into manageable chunks. They quickly segment the battle
               space into familiar situations they know how to handle, like guards that need disarming or civilians that need corralling,
               and unfamiliar situations—a murky shape in a far corner—that may or may not be a threat. With their minds and movements tightly
               linked, the entire team executes simultaneously, chunking and disarming without hesitation or error.
            

            
            That night in Afghanistan, there was no hesitation. The SEALs cleared those rooms in moments, left a couple of men behind
               to watch their prisoners, then moved into the next building. That was when they spotted him: Al-Wazu was there when they entered,
               sitting in a chair, an AK-47 slung over his shoulder.
            

            
            Standard rules of engagement say an armed enemy is a dangerous enemy, but there was nothing standard about this situation.
               The man in front of them had escaped prison, trained other terrorists, and conducted brutal attacks. He had killed and, if
               given the chance, would again. But there was one small detail that every SEAL who entered the room had, in milliseconds, seen,
               processed, and acted upon—or, rather, not acted upon. The detail was that, at this particular moment, their target’s eyes
               were closed. Wazu was fast asleep. It was a bloodless capture. None wounded, none killed. Absolutely perfect.
            

            
            Of course, this isn’t your typical war story. It’s unlikely to make the news or get turned into a movie. Hollywood studios
               prefers lone heroes to faceless teams, and their accounts romanticize drama and disaster. But what the SEALs accomplished
               on that raid comes much closer to illustrating the true core of special operations culture: at their best, they are always
               an anonymous team. “I do not seek recognition11 for my actions . . . ,” reads the SEAL code. “I expect to lead and be led . . . my teammates steady my resolve and silently
               guide my every deed.” And this ethos is reinforced every time they flip that switch, when egos disappear and they perform
               together in ways that are just not possible alone.
            

            
            The hardest part of a SEAL’s job is knowing when not to shoot. Al-Wazu was hauled back to prison alive, and not one round had been fired. SEAL training is one of the most expensive
               filtration systems ever constructed, and it’s largely designed to make ecstasis possible. So what’s its real value?
            

            
            “Well,” says Davis, “when we shook Wazu awake, and he saw a group of steely-eyed, black-faced Navy SEALs in his living room—the
               look on his face? Priceless.”
            

            
         
         
            Google Goes Fishing

            In a high desert valley, on the other side of the world from the SEALs’ Afghan hunting grounds, Larry Page and Sergey Brin,
               the young founders of Google, realized they needed a better filter for “ecstasis” themselves.
            

            
            And fast.

            
            It was 2001, three years before Al-Wazu’s rude awakening, and Page and Brin faced the biggest personnel decision of their
               start-up lives. Despite creating one of Silicon Valley’s more notorious hiring gauntlets, where candidates were ruthlessly
               vetted for GPAs, SATs, and their ability to calculate MENSA-like brain-teasers, the founders realized they couldn’t crack
               this next hire with metrics alone.
            

            
            After several years of rocket ship success, Google’s board had decided that the company was growing too big for Larry’s and
               Sergey’s twenty-something britches. The investors felt a little “adult supervision” was needed and initiated a search for
               what would prove to be one of the more pivotal CEO hires of the high-tech era.
            

            
            The process wasn’t easy, on anyone. After nearly a year of interviews, as Brin later told the press, “Larry and I [had] managed12 to alienate fifty of the top executives in Silicon Valley.” Time was running out. If they couldn’t get it right soon, they’d
               prove the board’s point: they were in over their heads.
            

            
            In choosing their CEO, Page and Brin came to the conclusion that they had to look beyond their normal screening process. Resumes
               were all but useless. The technical part was more or less a given—there were plenty of sharp guys in the Valley who could
               run a stable of code monkeys. But, in a town full of outsize personalities, they had to find someone who could set ego aside
               and get what Google was trying to do. Someone who could, in the New York Times’ John Markoff’s assessment,13 “discipline Google’s flamboyant, self-indulgent culture, without wringing out the genius.”
            

            
            Get it right, and they’d own the search engine space for a decade or more. Screw it up, and they could lose control of their
               company. Game over. Back to grad school.
            

            
            So, in a stroke of desperate inspiration, Page and Brin found themselves turning to an unusual selection process, a brutal
               filtration system both strikingly similar to BUD/S and as wildly different as it could get.
            

            
            Like the SEALs’ infamous Hell Week, a finalist for Google’s CEO job would have to spend five nearly sleepless days and nights
               enduring oppressive sun, freezing cold, and a 24/7 barrage of VUCA conditions. Pushed to physical and psychological extremes,
               the prospective leader would have nowhere to hide. Would he retreat into himself? Or could he merge with the team?
            

            
            Of course, there were a few differences. Unlike the San Diego beach where BUD/S prospects prove themselves, the beach Page
               and Brin had in mind hadn’t seen flowing water in nearly fifteen thousand years. It was now a bone-dry lake bed in the middle
               of Nevada’s Black Rock Mountains. The site of Burning Man, one of the stranger rites of passage in modern times.
            

            
            And rite of passage is the right phrase. This teeming, temporary carnival of tens of thousands has its own quirky customs,
               exotic rituals, and a fiercely dedicated following. It’s a modern-day Eleusis, a Bacchanalian blowout, the Party at the End
               of Time—take your pick. But there’s no denying the truth: something happens out there.
            

            
            And Page and Brin were regular and enthusiastic attendees. The company that set the bar14 for catered perks ran free shuttle buses to the event. For many years, the two-story atrium of Building 43, Google’s main headquarters, wasn’t decorated with industry accolades
               or stock-ticker flat screens. Instead, it showcased pictures of loincloth-wearing, fire-spinning Googlers and their eclectic
               Burning Man art projects.
            

            
            In fact, the very first Google Doodle, posted in the late summer of 1998, was a crude stick figure of the Burning Man himself.
               Made from two commas set back to back, centered over the second yellow “o” in “Google,” that cryptic icon signified to those in the know that Page and Brin were turning out the lights in Palo Alto and lighting
               out for the Nevada badlands, uptime be damned.
            

            
            So, when the founders heard that Eric Schmidt, the forty-six-year-old veteran of Sun Microsystems and a Berkeley Ph.D. computer
               scientist, was the sole CEO finalist who had already been to the event, they rejiggered their rankings and gave the guy a
               callback. “Eric was . . . the only one15 who went to Burning Man,” Brin told Doc Searls, then a Berkman Center fellow at Harvard. “We thought [that] was an important
               criterion.”
            

            
            Stanford sociologist Fred Turner16 agrees, arguing that the festival’s appeal to Silicon Valley is that it brings that hive mind experience to the masses. “[It]
               transforms the work of engineering into . . . a kind of communal vocational ecstasy.” One of Turner’s research subjects, a
               Googler himself, explained his experience on a pyrotechnic team: “[We were] very focused, very few words, open to anything . . .
               no egos. We worked very tightly. . . . I loved the ‘feeling of flow’ on the team—it was an extended, ecstatic feeling of interpersonal
               unity and timelessness we shared throughout.”
            

            
            And like the SEALs flipping the switch, the Googler’s “communal vocational ecstasy” relies on changes in brain function. “Attending
               festivals like Burning Man,”17 explains Oxford professor of neuropsychology Molly Crockett, “practicing meditation, being in flow, or taking psychedelic
               drugs rely on shared neural substrates. What many of these routes have in common is activation of the serotonin system.” 
            

            
            But it’s not only serotonin that makes up the foundation of those collaborative experiences. In those states, all of the neurochemicals18 that can arise—serotonin, dopamine, norepinephrine, endorphins, anandamide, and oxytocin—play roles in social bonding. Norepinephrine
               and dopamine typically underpin “romantic love,” endorphins and oxytocin link mother to child and friend to friend, anandamide
               and serotonin deepen feelings of trust, openness, and intimacy. When combinations of these chemicals flow through groups at
               once, you get tighter bonds and heightened cooperation.
            

            
            That heightened cooperation, that communal vocational ecstasy, was what Page, Brin, and so many of Google’s engineers had
               discovered in the desert. It was an altered state of consciousness that suggested a better way of working together, and a
               feeling that anyone who presumed to lead them simply had to know firsthand. Maybe, if Schmidt could endure the blistering
               heat, the dust storms, the sleepless nights, and the relentless don’t-give-a-shit-who-you-are strangeness of Burning Man,
               just maybe, he’d be the guy who could help them grow the dream without killing it.
            

            
            Did it work? Did a bash in the boonies filter for critical talent better than any algorithm they could code? “The whole point
               of taking Schmidt to Burning Man,”19 explains Salim Ismail, global ambassador for Singularity University and a Silicon Valley fixture, “was to see how he could
               handle a wild environment. Could he deal with the volatile, novel context? The extreme creativity? Did he merge with his team
               or stand in their way? And that’s what they learned on that trip, that’s one of Schmidt’s great talents. He’s really flexible,
               even in difficult conditions. He adapted his management style to fit their culture without bleeding out their genius and turned
               Google into a monster success.”
            

            
            Just check the numbers. When Google hired Schmidt20 in 2001, their revenues were rumored to be about $100 million. A decade later, when Schmidt finally handed the CEO reins
               back to Page, the company’s revenues were nearly $40 billion.
            

            
            That’s a return of almost 40,000 percent.

            
            Page and Brin have gone on to become numbers nine and ten on Forbes’s list of the world’s wealthiest individuals, while Schmidt is one of the only nonfounder, non-family-members to ever become
               a stock option billionaire in history. Even for a company like Google, dedicated to unassuming goals like “10x moonshots”
               and organizing the entire world’s information—a 400x return?
            

            
            As close to priceless as they’ll ever get.

            
         
         
            Hacking Ecstasis

            What’s really going on here? Why did Google and the Navy SEALs, two of the highest-performing organizations in the world,
               have to resort to makeshift filters to find the next-level skills they desperately needed? After all, Page and Brin were two
               of the smarter Ph.D. students to come through Stanford in years. The team they gathered at Google was handpicked for its ability
               to quantify the inscrutable. Even back in 2001, the company was awash in cash. If there was a way to build or buy a better
               talent mousetrap, they would have used it to find their next CEO.
            

            
            DEVGRU, meanwhile, has a blank check to pursue the cutting edge. In ammunition alone, annually, these guys spend as much as
               the entire U.S. Marine Corps. So for them to acknowledge, as Commander Rich Davis did, that an altered state of consciousness
               was both essential to mission success and elusive as hell—something they had to screen for by attrition, but couldn’t train
               for by design? That doesn’t make a lot of sense.
            

            
            That’s because, any way you slice it, ecstasis doesn’t make a lot of sense. It remains a profound experience, a place far beyond our normal selves, what author Arthur C. Clarke
               called a “sufficiently advanced technology”—the kind that still looks like magic to us.
            

            
            In light of this, it’s easy to see why Google built their talent map around the reliable and observable: grade point averages,
               standardized tests, and IQ scores. It’s what engineers know; it’s how they think. SEALs, too, are famously empirical. If it
               doesn’t work first time, every time, they find something better that will. And theirs is a macho culture where feelings get
               short shrift. So a feeling like ecstasis? No one’s going to touch that one. Not, at least, until DARPA builds an implant for
               it.
            

            
            So, ten years ago, this is where we found Google and the SEALs: two high-performing organizations hunting an odd set of skills
               that neither of them could name or train. And it’s not that they were looking in the wrong place—they were just a little ahead
               of the curve.
            

            
            Over the past ten years, science and technology have come round that bend. Empirical evidence has started to replace trial
               and error. And this is giving us new ways to approach ecstasis. But, before we dive into some of those stories, we first need
               to define our terms.
            

            
            When we say ecstasis we’re talking about a very specific range of nonordinary states of consciousness (NOSC)21—what Johns Hopkins psychiatrist Stanislav Grof defined as those experiences “characterized by dramatic perceptual changes,
               intense and often unusual emotions, profound alterations in the thought processes and behavior, [brought about] by a variety
               of psychosomatic manifestations, rang[ing] from profound terror to ecstatic rapture . . . There exist many different forms
               of NOSC; they can be induced by a variety of different techniques or occur spontaneously, in the middle of everyday life.”
               
            

            
            Out of this broader inventory, we focused on three specific categories. First, flow states, those “in-the-zone” moments including
               group flow, or what the SEALs experienced during the capture of Al-Wazu, and the Googlers harnessed in the desert. Second,
               contemplative and mystical states, where techniques like chanting, dance, meditation, sexuality, and, most recently, wearable
               technologies are used to shut off the self. Finally, psychedelic states, where the recent resurgence in sanctioned research
               is leading to some of the more intriguing pharmacological findings in several decades. Taken together, these three categories
               define our territory of ecstasis. 
            

            
            Admittedly, these three may seem like strange bedfellows. And for most of the past hundred years, we’ve treated them that
               way. Flow states have been typically associated with artists and athletes; contemplative and mystical states belonged to seekers
               and saints; and psychedelic states were mostly sampled by hippies and ravers. But over the past decade, thanks to advances
               in brain science, we’ve been able to pull back the curtain and discover that these seemingly unrelated phenomena share remarkable
               neurobiological similarities.
            

            
            Regular waking consciousness has a predictable and consistent signature22 in the brain: widespread activity in the prefrontal cortex, brainwaves in the high-frequency beta range, and the steady drip,
               drip of stress chemicals like norepinephrine and cortisol. During the states we’re describing,23 this signature shifts markedly. Instead of widespread activity in the prefrontal cortex, we see specific parts of this region
               either light up and become hyperactive or power down and become hypoactive.
            

            
            At the same time, brainwaves slow from agitated beta to daydreamy alpha and deeper theta. Neurochemically, stress chemicals
               like norepinephrine and cortisol are replaced by performance-enhancing, pleasure-producing compounds such as dopamine, endorphins,
               anandamide, serotonin, and oxytocin.
            

            
            So no matter how varied these states appear on the surface, their underlying neurobiological mechanisms—that is, the knobs and levers being tweaked in the brain24—are the same (see the endnotes for a thorough description). And this understanding allows us to tune altered states with
               newfound precision.
            

            
            Consider one of the simplest and oldest ecstatic techniques: meditation. Historically, if you wanted to use meditation to
               consistently produce a state where the self vanished, decades of practice were required. Why? Because your target was nothing
               more than a peculiar sensation, and hitting it was like throwing darts blindfolded. But researchers now know that the center
               of that target actually correlates to changes in brain function—like brainwaves in the low-alpha, high-theta range—and this
               unlocks all kinds of new training options.
            

            
            Instead of following the breath (or chanting a mantra or puzzling out a koan), meditators can be hooked up to neurofeedback
               devices that steer the brain directly toward that alpha/theta range. It’s a fairly straightforward adjustment to electrical
               activity, but it can accelerate learning, letting practitioners achieve in months what used to take years.
            

            
            For organizations like the SEALs and Google, these developments are allowing them to take an entirely different approach to
               high performance. They’ve moved beyond their earlier explorations, and are now pursuing ecstasis with a degree of precision
               that was simply not possible even ten years ago.
            

            
         
         
            The Mind Gym

            In the summer of 2013, we got a chance to meet with both the SEALs and Google, and see for ourselves how far they’ve come.
               We visited the SEALs because Rich Davis and several of DEVGRU’s team leaders had read The Rise of Superman and noticed a considerable overlap between the flow described in the book and their own experiences on the battlefield. For
               Davis, that Al-Wazu raid was only one of dozens of missions where he’d found himself in the zone, doing the impossible. These
               moments changed his life. He began hunting for experts who could tell him how these states worked and how to get more of them.
               And while we were uncertain that we would have anything new to teach these guys, we got an invitation to the SEALs’ Norfolk,
               Virginia, headquarters to observe the men in action and offer any insights we had on “flipping the switch.”
            

            
            After wading through several layers of background checks and byzantine paperwork, we spent a morning presenting to the teams
               and a few hours watching live-fire, hostage rescue training from an observation deck in the rafters of the Kill House. Then,
               during the debrief, we found ourselves sitting in a windowless conference room talking to team leaders about the high cost
               of screening for ecstasis. The issue wasn’t just financial—the $500,000 it took to train a SEAL, the $4.25 million it cost
               to get them to DEVGRU, even the tens of millions wasted along the way; what concerned them more was the human cost. Again
               and again, we heard how emotionally devastating their screening process can be. How failure ruins careers and lives. “We’re
               a very high-performing club,”25 explained one SEAL team leader, and “some guys can’t bounce back from failure.”
            

            
            When that meeting was over, they walked us through their newest facility, the Mind Gym, which was their best guess at how
               to train for ecstasis and not just screen for it. Sure, it cost millions to build, but if it could help them flip that switch
               reliably—if it could help more good men learn this invisible skill—it would be worth much more than that.
            

            
            Equal parts CrossFit sweat and DARPA wizardry, the Mind Gym is a collection of some of the best tools and tech for training
               body-brain performance in the world: EEG brain monitors, medical-grade cardiac coherence devices, motion-tracking fitness
               stations, all kitted out with sensors, scanners, and screens designed to drive the SEALs into the zone faster than ever.
            

            
            As we rounded one corner in the facility, we spotted four egg-shaped pods in a small alcove. They were sensory deprivation
               tanks, where users float in salt water in pitch blackness for hours at a time. Invented by National Institutes of Health researcher
               and neuroscientist John Lilly26 in the 1960s, these tanks were specifically designed to help people shut off the self (since the brain uses sensory inputs
               to help create our sense of self, by removing those inputs, you can dial down this sense). After Lilly began using these tanks
               to explore the effects of LSD and ketamine on consciousness, they fell out of favor with the establishment and devolved into
               a countercultural curiosity. But here they were again, in the red-hot center of the military-industrial complex, being used
               to train supersoldiers.
            

            
            And the SEALs have been iterating on Lilly’s original technology. Working with researchers at Advanced Brain Monitoring, in
               Carlsbad, California, they’ve hotwired neural and cardiac feedback loops, digital displays, and high-fidelity sound into the
               experience. They’re deploying these upgrades for a practical purpose: accelerated learning. By using the tanks to eliminate
               all distraction, entrain specific brainwaves, and regulate heart rate frequency, the SEALs are able to cut the time it takes
               to learn a foreign language from six months to six weeks. For a specialized unit deployed across five continents, shutting
               off the self to accelerate learning has become a strategic imperative.
            

            
            It’s not just the Navy that is studying this domain in more depth. A few months after our visit to Norfolk, we crossed the
               country for a trip to the Googleplex. We were there to talk flow states with engineers, and learn more about what the company
               is doing to harness the “communal vocational ecstasy” they’d first glimpsed at Burning Man in the Black Rock Desert of Nevada.
            

            
            Right after our presentation, we pedaled a couple of the ubiquitous and colorful Google bikes to the other side of campus
               to attend the opening of their new multimillion-dollar mindfulness center. Outfitted in soothing lime green with bamboo accents,
               the center features a vitality bar offering fresh-squeezed juices around the clock and a suite of meditation rooms decked
               out with sensor suits and neurofeedback devices similar to what we saw in the Navy’s Mind Gym. Google had realized that when
               it comes to the highly competitive tech marketplace, helping engineers get into the zone and stay there longer was an essential
               investment. But like the SEALs, they hadn’t completely ironed out all the variables.
            

            
            “It’s going well,”27 explained Adam Leonard, one of the leaders of “G Pause” (their name for their mindfulness training program). “We’ve got
               active communities around the world, but the bigger challenge is getting people who aren’t already meditators to start. The
               folks that already sit [in meditation] understand the benefits. It’s the ones that are too busy and too stressed to slow down
               and need it the most that are the hardest to reach.”
            

            
            Not for lack of trying, though. In talking to Google’s human performance team, we learned that many of the company’s legendary
               efforts to create a seamless live/work environment—from Wi-Fi enabled commuter shuttles to farm-to-table dining rooms to
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