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For Jenny




Prologue

A FEW YEARS BACK, SHORTLY AFTER MY PARENTS DIED, I came across a quote from the psychologist Barry Schwartz that I could not shake. I wrote it on a three-by-five card and taped it above my desk.


People mistakenly think life is a treasure hunt.

And it is not a treasure hunt. It’s more like a treasure creation.



Schwartz’s words struck a chord because they spotlighted an uncomfortable truth. I was in my midfifties, having spent most of my career in treasure-hunting mode, focused on goals and projects, in a perpetual state of being overbusy and under-reflective. So when my parents passed away in short succession (heart-related issues, cancer), I found myself slipping into a garden-variety existential crisis. I felt flat yet restless, possessed by big questions—What is a meaningful life, really? How do my wife and I find fulfillment and help our four daughters find their own? How do we access life’s deeper stuff? They were the sorts of questions that might have led me to embrace religion (raised Catholic; stopped going years ago), embark on a pilgrimage, or dive into meditation. Instead, guided by Schwartz’s words, I decided to take a journalistic approach.

I began by grounding myself in a scientific definition of flourishing: the experience of joyful, meaningful growth, shared with others. That definition, supported by decades of research, is built on two core insights. The first is that flourishing isn’t something you get by following a formula or flipping a switch—it’s a natural process that emerges over time, shaped by our daily actions and the environments we inhabit. Second, flourishing isn’t a solo endeavor. We become our fullest selves in and through our relationships with one another—as the writer Robin Wall Kimmerer puts it, “All flourishing is mutual.”

Then I brought the idea closer to home, through the lens of a thought experiment:

Imagine you had a device—something small, like a phone—that emitted a spark-like glow whenever you experienced flourishing. What if you carried this device everywhere you went? What patterns would it reveal?

For me, one pattern jumped out. For the past three decades, my family and I have spent significant time in the remote town of Homer, Alaska, where I spent summers as a kid. Homer is small (population five thousand); its weather is blustery, and its favorite bumper sticker—A Small Drinking Village with a Fishing Problem—fairly accurate. But we keep returning. For fifteen years, we made our home there, and we keep coming back each summer, not just because of the rugged landscape or the tight-knit community, but because of the feeling we get when we’re there. Again and again, the town generates sparks of shared, meaningful vitality.

One example of this is the Homer Nutcracker Ballet. Started in the late 1980s by a local dance teacher, the Homer Nutcracker has grown into an improbable community phenomenon. Each year, teams of volunteers—fishermen and fisherwomen, teachers, doctors, and accountants—spend weeks constructing sets and sewing costumes. Each year, a hundred kids and several dozen adults step into the chaos of teaching, learning, and performing an array of dances, stunts, and backstage jobs (sprinkling plastic snowflakes from a catwalk, I can testify, is trickier than it looks). Each year, the show somehow comes together to spectacular effect, drawing new generations of kids and parents into its sequined orbit.

All of which, when you stop and really look at it, is sort of nuts. The town funnels ridiculous amounts of time, care, and effort into a show that exists for a few hours, then vanishes. Put it this way: If you hired a professional consultant to improve the well-being of your community, they almost certainly wouldn’t say, “Here’s the move: Get everyone to drop everything they’re doing and stage an elaborate ballet.” And yet … it works. Somehow, irrationally, beautifully, the Nutcracker brings this town to life.

So let’s look deeper, aiming our imaginary flourishing detector at the Nutcracker to understand more precisely what is generating this glow of joyful energy. What do we see?

We see this: people gathering backstage for rehearsal as the music begins to play, sending a flicker of sparks into the air. We see kids struggling to learn dances, then syncing up in perfect rhythm, a burst of sparks between them. We see first graders dressed as lambs looking up at the teenage lead dancers, thinking, That could be me, and the teenagers looking back, remembering when they were lambs—a double burst of sparks. We see the whole town on show nights walking through the snowy parking lot into the warm auditorium as the lights dim, the curtain rises, and everyone experiences something they made together, as a Mississippi River of sparks rolls through the crowd.

Zoom out, and we see that this isn’t just a ballet, not really. It’s something larger, stranger, more alive. What we’re seeing is a kind of ecosystem—a web of relationships, patterns, and practices that somehow converts disorder into meaningful connection. Like a forest, or a coral reef, or a garden, the Nutcracker draws in energy and sends it rippling outward. It unlocks potential and generates blooms of individual and collective growth. And it produces a shared vitality that looks and feels magical but in truth is not magic at all; it functions according to rules. The deeper question is, What are the rules? And how do we create conditions where flourishing can happen more often—for us, our loved ones, and our communities?

To find out, I spent five years visiting and researching ecosystems—neighborhoods, businesses, schools, teams, and nonprofits—that have, accidentally or on purpose, demonstrated an extraordinary ability to cultivate joyful, meaningful growth.fn1 They include:


	A postage-stamp-size town in New England that has produced eleven Olympians over the past few decades, many of whom return to live in and give back to the town when their athletic careers are over

	A nonprofit in an impoverished Nairobi settlement that has improved quality of life for thousands of people and has produced Ivy League students along the way

	A group of researchers, operating in a ramshackle set of plywood buildings at MIT, who created some of the greatest innovations in scientific history

	A disconnected big-city district that transformed itself into a tight-knit neighborhood

	A tiny Michigan deli that has bloomed into a $90 million community of businesses

	A set of married couples so skilled at productive conflict that their arguments make their relationships stronger



I found that flourishing is not random or predestined but a practice—actually two practices, which form the two parts of this book. Part 1, “Making Meaning,” explores how cultivating wholehearted attention creates strong, deep relationships. Part 2, “Building Community,” explains the craft of channeling those relationships into actions that allow people to shape their future together. The two practices work in tandem: Meaning-making builds as the root system, while community produces the branches and blooms. As we’ll see, flourishing is not about obeying a formula; it’s about creating the conditions for thriving to happen the only way it ever happens—naturally, by tapping into our fundamental capacities for soulful connection and transformative growth.

In the pages that follow, we’ll learn how to create those conditions. We’ll learn about the benefits of doing nothing together. We’ll learn about the two competing attention systems of your brain, and how simple habits and actions can allow you to guide them instead of vice versa. We’ll learn how ritual functions as a doorway, the value of creating beautiful messes, and how to unleash group energy by asking the right question.

Above all, we’ll see how flourishing is not about making a radical change but rather is the learnable craft of engaging in a warmer, looser, more meaningful conversation with yourself, others, and the world around you. Because at heart, flourishing isn’t a problem you solve alone; it’s a treasure you create together.




Part 1



MAKING MEANING

How to Connect Deeply


First, don’t move.
Second, find out what that teaches you.

—Gary Snyder






CHAPTER 1

The Singers

AT 2:05 P.M. ON AUGUST 5, 2010, IN THE SAN JOSÉ MINE IN northern Chile, the mountain began to make a strange, low-pitched groan. Working in the tunnels hundreds of feet below the surface, thirty-three miners stopped and listened as the groan morphed into a monstrous roar. Seven hundred and seventy million tons of mountainside, honeycombed by decades of drilling, began to collapse onto itself. As the mountain fell around them, the miners ran downward, escaping into the intact tunnels below.

Hours later, at the surface, a rescue team gathered to assess the situation. The good news: Based on the cave-in’s location, the miners had likely been able to reach a refugio, a bunker-like shelter two thousand feet below. The bad news: Drilling a borehole to deliver food and water to the refugio could take days or weeks; drilling a passage wide enough to rescue them could take months.

“Bad news” was putting it mildly. Everyone knew the refugio contained scant provisions—a couple days’ worth of canned food at most. Everyone knew the conditions down below were nightmarish, with ninety-plus-degree temperatures and 98 percent humidity that would wreak havoc with any injuries the miners had sustained. And everybody knew that the miners were a hard-bitten crew, products of a high-risk, Darwinian culture governed by an unwritten rule: every man for himself.

For sixteen days, six rescue drills inched toward the refugio. With every hour, the odds of survival diminished. The rescue team psychologist, Alberto Iturra, advised against holding out too much hope. He was all too aware of what had happened in similar disasters: rescuers arriving only to find scenes of unspeakable horror.

On day 17, one drill punched through the refugio’s ceiling. Rescuers detected a faint pounding; when they retrieved the drill, they found a note that said all thirty-three miners were alive. As the team lowered a makeshift telephone line to establish voice contact, Iturra kept the miners’ families well away. The miners will be in a state of altered consciousness, severe malnutrition, and mental instability, he said. We don’t know what we are going to find.

A handset was lowered. Up top, the rescue team huddled around a speakerphone, prepared for fear, desperation, and delirium. But what they got was far stranger: a normal conversation.

They exchanged polite, slightly formal greetings. Yes, they were alive, and, yes, they were in a state of starvation, eating one teaspoon of tuna each per forty-eight hours. Yet the miners didn’t want to talk about themselves. They wanted to know about someone else.

“We had a colleague who was headed outside, a driver,” they said. “We don’t know if he made it out.”

Yes, the rescue team informed them, the driver had made it out.

The miners shouted for joy. The conversation continued with updates and information. Then, toward the end of the call, the miners started to sing the national anthem.


Puro, Chile, es tu cielo azulado.

Puras brisas te cruzan también




(How pure, Chile, is your blue sky

And how pure the breezes that blow across you)



Up top, Iturra and the rescue team stared at each other, faces slack with wonder. How do thirty-three roughnecks spend seventeen days suffering through darkness, starvation, and the near-certain prospect of death—and the first things they do are ask if their friend is okay and then sing together?

* * *

THE RESCUE TOOK fifty-two days, but eventually all thirty-three miners were safely brought to the surface. In the days after, experts sought to explain the source of their extraordinary energy, cohesion, and morale. Most theories focused on the leadership qualities of certain individuals and how those individuals took charge to create a plan that gave the group a sense of stability and purpose.

But it turned out that those theories weren’t accurate. The group didn’t have one or two leaders; it had many. What’s more, no one person took charge or executed a plan. In fact, according to studies by Matías Sanfuentes of the University of Chile, the cohesive energy didn’t emerge from the actions of individuals but from moments that allowed the miners to “emotionally link” in ways that “activated the resilience pathway.” The strange thing was, these moments mostly consisted of pauses.

The first pause happened in the chaotic hours just after the cave-in. The miners were scattered, frenetically searching for escape routes. “I screamed like a madman,” recalled Mario Sepúlveda. “I ran without stopping, looking for mates, trying to find them all. The more I ran, the more anxious I got, and the more anxious I got, the more I ran.” The shift supervisor, a stern man named Luis Urzúa, repeatedly tried and failed to maintain order.

The group eventually tired and quieted, gathering in a circle at the foot of the cave-in. Sepúlveda sketched a diagram in the dust, showing the blocked tunnels above. “In other words, chiquillos, even if we’re superoptimistic about things, the best you can say is we’re in a load of shit,” he said. “The only thing we can do is be strong, superdisciplined, and united.”

Then Urzúa, the boss, stepped to the center of the circle. The miners expected him to start issuing orders. Instead, he bowed his head.

“We are all equal now,” Urzúa said. “I take off my white helmet. There are no bosses and employees.”

The miners looked at one another in silent shock; some thought he was joking. Urzúa was the jefe, fifty-four years old, with a college degree and decades of experience—a pillar of authority. We are all equal now? The miners looked around the circle at each other, feeling themselves in a new space, one that resonated with a question: What if we all were leaders?

The second pause happened a few moments later. There were extra workers in the mine that day, and at some point the group belatedly realized they had no idea how many they were. So they lined up and counted: thirty-three. Sepúlveda was the first to make the connection.

“La edad de Christo! (the age of Christ),” he shouted. “Mierda! There are thirty-three of us! This has to mean something. There’s something bigger for us waiting outside.”

Another silence, as Sepúlveda’s words echoed around the cave. Thirty-three: the age Jesus was crucified. To the miners, most of whom were Catholic, it was a goosebump-inducing moment, radiating with mystery. Is there a deeper meaning to all this?

Starting with those moments—which Sanfuentes described as “spaces in which collective sense-making can be actively developed”—group life began to take shape. Without being told, the miners swung into action, setting up sleeping areas, locating water sources, and counting headlamps. Over the next hours, they continued to self-organize, dividing into three groups: one to clean the refugio, one to search for possible escape routes, one to listen for rescue drills. They also began to develop a rhythm of group life.

At the first mealtime, Sepúlveda lined up thirty-three plastic cups and carefully placed one teaspoon of canned tuna into each cup, followed by some water and two cookies. They waited together until all were served, said grace, and ate. After one miner watched out for another at night, the group started to pair up into what they called guardian angels, who checked on each other to make sure they were breathing. After one miner apologized for his faults, the group started a nightly habit in which each miner would apologize to the others for any missteps they might have committed. I’m sorry I didn’t help get water. I’m sorry that I shouted. Though each practice looked different, beneath the surface each was the same: a moment when everyone ceased individual activities and circled up in silent awareness, a moment that radiated with shared meaning: We are all leaders, and Something bigger is waiting. As the days passed and the suffering mounted, the practices gave the group energy and resilience to navigate the difficult moments, of which there were plenty.

For instance, on day 15, a miner named Edison Peña cracked and started to shout that they were all going to die. The miners responded by joining hands around the two remaining cans of tuna. Some smiled and joked, praying that the two cans might multiply, like the loaves and fishes. The crisis passed, replaced by renewed connection. “The more the men worked, the more civility bloomed, and they came together as a team,” wrote Jonathan Franklin in 33 Men.

The world celebrated on October 4, when the first group of miners rode the rescue capsule to the surface. The order of the extraction kept changing, because the miners kept deferring to their friends, wanting them to get out first. “In the end, the thirty-three were leaders,” one miner told Sanfuentes. “All of us were strong, we fought, we clung to life, we had faith we would be found, sometimes there was depression, and then our spirits were lifted by others.”

The story of the Chilean miners is compelling because it’s the story of an unlocking—the emergence of a connective energy they didn’t know they possessed. The miners tapped into a hidden capacity to form a meaningful, cohesive whole. The story also contains two questions: What is this capacity made of? And how do we unlock it in our own lives?

* * *

WHEN I VISITED flourishing groups, I noticed that being with them felt different. They possessed a vibrancy, a switched-on responsiveness that showed up in their bodies. Their posture, in general, was relaxed; their heads were up and their interactions were fluid. Aliveness was the word I kept writing in my notebook: a feeling of being carried along in a river of energy that was headed somewhere good. I started keeping a list of the ways that aliveness showed itself:


Looseness: They operated with slack in the system; they were comfortable with a bit of chaos.

Stories: They tended to connect by exchanging narratives rather than information.

Intuition: People operated instinctively, not mechanically.

Laughter: They didn’t take themselves seriously.

Small courtesies: They were aware of others’ needs and attentive to them.



The curious thing was, the source of this aliveness seemed to be located in moments in which the group did absolutely nothing. That is, they often stopped their activities and came together in ritual-like stillness, and in those quiet moments meaningful connections would arise. For instance:


	A couple on a farm, standing still for ten minutes, watching a bee on a flower

	A team gathered shoulder to shoulder in a locker room, sitting in silence before a game

	A neighborhood group preparing for a dinner—slowly placing each fork and knife

	The crew of a fishing boat gathering on deck before the start of the day to drink coffee and watch the waves



These moments were
































	A person in a gorilla suit walked slowly into the center of the group, beat its chest, and walked out.

	One person in a black shirt abruptly walked away.

	The curtain changed color from dark red to bright gold.






	Focus narrowly—to target a shape against a backdrop, categorize it (Food! Danger!), and act with speed and precision

	Gaze broadly—to sense the larger world, the movements of the group, the presence of mates, the rhythms of weather, and the subtle signs of opportunity or threat








[image: Illustration depicts the Controlling Attention System of the brain, in the form of a human face from which, emerge focus lines toward two jigsaw puzzle pieces that are to be fitted together.]
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