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Your new life is going to cost you your old one.

It’s going to cost you your comfort zone and your sense of direction.

It’s going to cost you relationships and friends.

It’s going to cost you being liked and understood.

It doesn’t matter.

The people who are meant for you are going to meet you on the other side. You’re going to build a new comfort zone around the things that actually move you forward. Instead of being liked, you’re going to be loved. Instead of being understood, you’re going to be seen.

All you’re going to lose is what was built for a person you no longer are.

—Brianna Wiest, The Mountain Is You: Transforming Self-Sabotage into Self-Mastery








PREFACE

Can you remember that special morning when you were getting dressed for your first day of kindergarten—the apprehension, the terror, but also the undeniable excitement you felt? You were about to step into a completely new world, filled with people you had never encountered in your limited existence. Your most profound wish, the overwhelming goal that pressed down heavy on you like a weighted blanket, could be summarized with a simple question: Will I fit in?

Will I have on the right sneakers? Will I be wearing the right clothes? Will I look similar enough to everyone else that I won’t stand out? Because what we desperately want is to be accepted. To be a part of the pack. To belong.

What fascinates me about that moment is how much that early question continues to dominate our thinking for the rest of our lives. In so many respects, on so many levels, that query shapes the way we live. It never fully goes away. Recently, I was invited to the Kennedy Center Honors award ceremony at the Opera House in Washington, DC. It’s a lovely, special evening where luminaries gather in sartorial splendor to celebrate legends of stage and screen. I’m talking extreme black tie, fancy stuff. I made sure I had on my spiffiest tuxedo, so that no one would look askance at me and wonder, What in the world could Jakes have been thinking? No, I had to look the part—which in this case meant looking like every other guy in the room.

Whether it’s corporate America, church, or school, in so many settings our greatest desire is to not stand out. To be homogeneous with the environment in which we find ourselves. When we step outside of our homes, we participate in a social contract that we all implicitly sign, whether we realize it or not. Behave as everyone else behaves. Dress like the rest of us. Don’t attract too much notice. We know that our ability to fit in will sometimes determine whether we get the promotion, whether we get accepted into the sorority—or the gang. And we will do whatever we have to do—get the grades, score the touchdowns, apply the makeup, buy the sneakers, steal the sneakers—to fit into that group we covet.

However, there is a hidden truth embedded inside this phenomenon. The people who are written into the history books, who make the hall of fame, who unearth world-changing discoveries, who become the exceptional among us, are not the ones who fit in. They are the disrupters who decided they no longer cared about fitting in. They were seeking something else—something they determined was more important than being accepted.

As a society, we have become conditioned to sit in our lives, to accept our circumstances—however unpleasant they may be—while we wait for someone to come along and save us. As we watched television, flocked to the movies, read the newspaper, we were trained to think that if our life went askew, someone would save us. In my day it was Superman, Batman, and the Lone Ranger. Today, it’s Wakanda and the Black Panther. And there are also the real-life heroes, like John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr., Jesse Jackson, Nelson Mandela, and Barack Obama. We even put their pictures up on the wall, as if to give them a better vantage point to bear witness to our suffering need. If only we were a little more patient, they would rescue us from our circumstances.

Why do we need saving? Sometimes it’s because of the bad choices of someone else, such as a parent, spouse, or particularly malicious boss. But more times than not it’s because of the choices we make ourselves. In physiological terms, perhaps our prefrontal cortex—the area of the brain that allows us to foresee possible implications for our actions and stop us from impulsive mistakes—didn’t activate with enough force to stop us from making the kinds of decisions that would put us in precarious situations that required rescue.

The older we get, the longer we live, the more we realize that we are born looking like our parents, but we die looking like our decisions.

As you embark with me on this journey exploring the power and necessity of disruptive thinking, you should know that I had in mind both the people who are willing to let their hair down and embrace disruption, like Rapunzel, and the people waiting for Batman or the Black Panther to hit the ground and vanquish our bad decisions.

What we all eventually begin to realize is that no one’s coming. As the Bible wisely states in Proverbs 23:7, “For as he thinketh in his heart, so is he.” The mind and the body collaborate to produce the energy, the fuel, the fortitude to change our lives. But will we concede? Will we allow our brain’s amygdala—the structure in the brain’s temporal lobe that attaches emotional significance to memories—to take our memories and have them processed in a way that fuels our frontal lobe decisions? Will we acquiesce to blending in and forgo the opportunity to be delivered, changed, altered? Will we succumb to the abyss of living in regret over the choices we did not make?

I believe that once we realize that no one is coming, the onus is upon us to produce the energy to fight or to flee (or give in to fear and freeze). What makes one person fight and another one run or freeze?

A big part of our response mechanism is connected to the way we store our experiences as memories. Are our memories stashed away in a toxic brew that creates fears and phobias? Dealing with those sometimes requires therapy to help us experience those memories with less trauma, thus allowing us to make choices without activating the adrenaline rush to fight or flee or giving in to the fear and freezing. If we don’t find a way to process those memories in a positive way, it will lead us to stress, anxiety, and bad decisions. In Romans 12:2, the Bible describes it as “transformed by the renewing of the mind” (NIV)—but a new spirit, even when regenerated, still has to declutter the way we process what happened in our lives. Most of us just move the memories into the attic of our minds until the smell of the debris contaminates the entire house.

One of the most disruptive thinkers in the Bible was the risk-taking, outspoken, outlandish, nonconforming apostle Peter. Though the former fisherman is less intellectual, throughout the Bible he is the quickest to be disruptive—sometimes inappropriately. Why does he leave the safety of the boat and the other eleven disciples to walk on water toward Jesus with only one word of permission: “Come” (Matt. 14:22–33)? Why does he take out his sword and cut off the ear of a Roman soldier, knowing that they’re outnumbered (John 18:10)? Why does Peter alone break the silence and speak up when Jesus asks, “Who do you say I am?” with the response “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God” (Matt. 16:15–16 NIV)? Why on the day of Pentecost is Peter chosen to deliver the inaugural address of a new era (Acts 2:14–41)? Because he’s a disrupter.

In the absence of any superheroes, living or fictitious, in the absence of world-changing leaders, the onus for change rests on us. We are the people, the leaders, and the superheroes we’ve been waiting for.

This book is about those of us who are willing to change our lives, rather than to live in the regrets of what if… what might have… what should have happened. It is about those of us willing to change the plight of our community, our office, our church, our own behavior. If you’re not willing to disrupt the status quo, if you’re more comfortable running with the herd, the thrust of this book might not include you. But if there is a drive inside of you that suspects you might have a better life, a better love, a better marriage, a better career, then I suggest to you that as a man thinketh in his heart, you can think your way into disruption without being destructive—with the lasting intent of changing your world, in your own lifetime.

The reason for writing this book at this time is because our society seems to be headed for a cataclysmic collision of biblical proportions. The clanging dissonance of violence, anger, fear, and political dissolution threatens to suffocate us all. I don’t see any lights in the sky; I don’t see any superheroes flying through the air in automated cars like in Wakanda. I don’t see anyone coming to save us but us.

It starts not with burnings and marching and protests and scaling the White House walls; it starts in the privacy of our own head—which incidentally is the final frontier of true privacy. The privacy of our thoughts is the only safe space we have left—a space that cannot be hacked, invaded, or surveilled. It is the sole remaining place where we have true freedom to think for ourselves. But we must be aware that people are after us every day to rob us—not of our jewelry, watches, cars, or houses. No, they are trying to rob us of our opinion. We have to fight for it, contest for it, wrestle for it, because it is the catalyst for every true reformative act that has ever happened in history. The revolutionary reveries of our brain is where all transformation starts.

I want you to know that disruptive thinking is within your reach. And if you use your adrenaline for the courage to fight or flee and use your brain to decide which one is appropriate at the particular time—fight, flee, or freeze—it is your choice, and your choice alone.

But if you’re afraid of disruption, if you succumb to peer pressure, if you’re not willing to stand out, then you will die looking like that decision. You can’t be disruptive if you idolize conformists. You can’t be disruptive and conformist at the same time; you have to forsake one for the other. The apostle Peter had to make a decision: Do I stay on the boat with my comrades, where it’s safe, or do I disrupt this whole thing and walk out on the water? Yes, he got in trouble on the water when he got distracted and fearful and momentarily lost his faith; he almost drowned and had to be saved by Jesus. But he’s the only apostle who can ever say he got to walk on water. Sometimes the risk is worth the reward.

Mahatma Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther King Jr., and John Lewis all decided the risk was worth the reward. The question for us is whether there is something inside of us that suspects we could be more than our environment suggests—maybe a pull, a tug, a yank, a push. In my case, there was a feeling I couldn’t put my finger on that kept haunting me, telling me I could live a better life in spite of my flaws, my environment, my circumstances, my insecurities, my intimidation. None of those invisible fences were strong enough to keep me from taking the job, accepting the assignment. Like Esther, I told myself, if I perish, then I perish. But I’m going.

At the end of our journey together dissecting the crux of disruptive thinking, I will offer to you a collection of eleven moving testimonials from individuals I have chosen because of their extraordinary examples of disruption. From a corporate titan to a cutting-edge barber, from a fearless entrepreneur to a trauma therapist, from a tech leader to a best-selling author, these are trendsetters who have used disruptive thinking to outrun the herd. I wanted them to go on record and be the living epistles that authenticate the validity of what you will read in these pages. They are your disciples. All that you will digest, they have done. So, the next chapter, the next story, will be on you.

Welcome to disruptive thinking.
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