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Introduction
“When we quit thinking primarily about ourselves and our own 
self-preservation, we undergo a truly heroic transformation of 
consciousness.” – Joseph Campbell

“The big question is whether 
you are going to be able to say 
a hearty yes to your adventure.”

– Joseph Campbell

As a leadership consultant, I believe there is a 

profound story arc, or myth, that explains the 

heroic adventure that awaits leaders as they tackle 

tough challenges and opportunities and achieve 

greatness for their organizations.

This narrative arc—which appears in storytelling, 

myth, religious ritual and psychological 

development—was first identified by the 

American scholar Joseph Campbell.1 It describes 

a predictable path of the archetype known as 

the hero, a person who seeks and achieves great 

deeds on behalf of his or her group, tribe or 

civilization. A condensed version of Campbell’s 

Hero’s Journey can be described in six steps:

• The hero is going about his ordinary life and 

business when he receives the Call to adventure

• The hero is reluctant at first, and Resists the 

Call to embark on this new adventure

• The hero finds the courage and support to  

Cross the Threshold

• The hero finds himself on a Journey complete 

with a full array of opportunities, tests, allies 

and enemies

• The hero endures a Supreme Ordeal that he 

must successfully overcome—or die trying

• The triumphant hero Returns to the ordinary 

world with a treasure, boon or elixir that 

benefits his people; the hero and his world are 

transformed by the experience

I believe leaders must be willing to embark 

on heroic levels of adventure if they are to 

make significant positive change in an upside-

down world that demands organizational 

transformation, innovation and culture change.

Gone are the days when leaders could simply 

plan and execute their way to success. Today 

leaders must establish a mighty cause (their true 

north), uncover their compass (their insights and 

imagination), and create an overarching narrative 

that can guide them along their personal journey. 

Within this ebook, I explain how the Heroic 

Journey for leaders can play out in business and 

professional life. 

But first, I ask you to remember one thing: you 

are embarking on a journey of heroic proportions. 

You are casting yourself in the leading role, not 

because you suffer from hubris, but because you 

are the protagonist. You are the one with the 

vision. Others will surely contribute—some will be 

essential to the quest—but you are the one who 

must hear and answer the Call first. 

– Dr. Kathy Cramer
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Sometimes—if you let 
it— your mind will reveal 
what is possible. 

You’re stressed and antsy for 

positive change. Workplace inertia 

has become your nemesis— 

your 800 lb. gorilla.

Perhaps you’re also confronted 

with a crisis or opportunity that 

calls for a game-changing vision.

Now’s the time to listen for the 

Call. It’s a persistent inner voice 

telling you something more 

profound is out there (or in there) 

for you. You have a stirring sense 

that if you tried, you really could 

change the game.
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Phase I: The Call

Most heroic stories take place in a special world, 

a world that is new and alien to the hero and in 

sharp contrast to the ordinary world. In Campbell’s 

framework, the hero is presented with a problem, 

challenge or adventure that heralds the transition 

from the old, ordinary world into the new, alien 

one. And so the story begins ...

If what you see in your organization is a “business 

as usual” environment and you are keenly aware 

of the potential for much more to be achieved, it 

is possible that the Call is beckoning you. Everything  

may seem fine on the surface but there is a strong 

desire in you to move beyond the status quo.

How the Call can come about 

Leaders are often called to spearhead 

transformational change in response to enormous 

setbacks and crises, as well as in pursuit of great 

opportunities and innovations. These polar 

opposite experiences (awful and awesome) inspire 

leaders to dig deeply into the innermost regions 

of their hearts, minds and spirits to connect their 

values, beliefs and aspirations to the worst or the 

best of whatever is happening.

For example, in the wake of the 9/11 terrorist 

attack on the World Trade Center, then New 

York City mayor Rudy Giuliani received the call 

to lead. His deeply held values and belief system 

shined through everything he said and did in the 

aftermath of that crisis, and were reflected in 

his words as he spoke about the courage of first 

responders, the generosity of New Yorkers, the 

resilience of his great city and the hallowed sanctity 

of Ground Zero.

As such, Giuliani’s Call became:

• The imperative to find survivors

• The supremacy of heroism over terrorism

• Global solidarity in support of the United 

States and New York

The Call
“If the path before you is clear, you’re probably on someone else’s.”  
– Joseph Campbell

Everything may seem fine on 
the surface but there is a strong 
desire in you to move beyond 
the status quo. 

It is easy to see in retrospect how Giuliani’s 

inspired leadership was spun directly out of the 

fabric of his heart and soul. 
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How to answer the Call when you face 

setbacks and crises: 

Realize that this is a chance to move toward 

greatness and amazing benefits for you and your 

team. Take on the mantra, “Never waste a crisis,” 

and ask yourself:

• What must be done to bounce back from the 

setback that we have just suffered? 

• What can I do to milk this problem for all it  

is worth?

• What do I value most? How will I need to 

grow as a leader to be highly effective in 

spearheading this effort?

• How does this crisis shine a light on what I 

truly believe in? 

As you reflect quietly, ask yourself how you can 

show up authentically, revealing the breadth and 

depth of your pain, as well as the promises you 

intend to make to rectify the harm, promote 

resilience and use the crisis as a platform for 

positive transformation.

How to answer the Call when you are 

presented with an incredible opportunity: 

Your first step should be to reflect on how the 

opportunity connects to your personal values 

and belief system. Ask yourself, “How is this 

opportunity meaningful and important to me?”

Then, ask yourself the same question again at 

least two more times until you hit pay dirt. The 

pay dirt will be the connection between the 

opportunity, who you are and what you feel  

born to do. (By the way, this process may also 

reveal why a particular opportunity may not be  

so important to you, and will give you a chance  

to reprioritize.) 

Next, ask the following:

• How will I need to grow as a leader to be 

highly effective in spearheading this effort?

• What about this opportunity excites and 

inspires me?

• How does this opportunity shine a light on 

what I truly believe in?

The Call

Answering the Call at work takes contemplation 

and commitment. Highly effective leaders deepen 

the value and worth of organizational goals by 

connecting them to a Call that gets them (and 

their followers) out of bed in the morning. They 

do this by imbuing that goal (whether it stems 

from a crisis or an opportunity) with personal 

meaning and purpose. The Call becomes a 

mighty cause, a promise of positive change in 

the organization as well as of amazing personal 

growth for all involved.

How does this 
opportunity shine 
a light on what I 
truly believe in?
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The day will come when 
you wonder what in the 
world made you think 
of this game-changing 
vision.

It’s too big. Too risky. UNpossible. 

You’ve heard the Call to pursue 

your mighty cause, but now self-

doubt, fear and a battalion of 

disapproving naysayers are making 

you question your sanity.

Are the stakes too high? Can I 

pull it off? There’s only one way 

to find out: share your vision and 

goals with the one person who 

won’t let you off the hook. Find a 

mentor with the wisdom to prod, 

cajole (or push you kicking and 

screaming) to the threshold of  

your new destiny.
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The Resistance
“You must give up the life you planned in order to have the life 
that is waiting for you.”  – Joseph Campbell

Phase II: Resistance to the Call (and meeting 

the mentors)

Every hero fights resistance of some kind. Joseph 

Campbell reminds us that the hero often resists 

the Call because he is facing the greatest of all 

fears—fear of the unknown. Usually, at this point 

the hero encounters a mentor or sage who offers 

advice and encouragement to help him counter 

the Resistance.

As a leader, the work required to instigate change 

can seem daunting. You may not yet feel fully 

committed to the Call and your tentativeness 

makes it difficult to inspire others to join you. 

Once you look around for guidance, support and 

encouragement, however, you will likely find help 

is making its way to you. Wise words at just the 

right time help you stop questioning and make 

the commitment to move forward. This moment 

of resolve is when your heroic journey really begins. 

The forces required to create change can make 

the task seem daunting but at the same time 

very compelling. You can choose to focus on the 

daunting or compelling aspect. I suggest you find 

what moves you forward and let it fuel your desire 

to improve. 

How the Resistance and mentors can show up 

In my work with leaders, the most common form 

of resistance is self-doubt. Self-doubt emanates 

from two sources:

1. A sense of disorientation stemming from the 

crisis or setback you must overcome

2. An inability to cope with the magnitude of 

the challenge

The good news is that self-doubt is common and 

easily restored with the help of a mentor. 

As the leader, the work required 
to instigate change can seem 
daunting. You may not yet feel 
fully committed to the Call 
and your tentativeness makes 
it difficult to inspire others to 
join you. 
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The Doug Conant story

Consider Doug Conant’s heroic journey 

experience. Now Chairman of Avon Products and 

The Kellogg Executive Leadership Institute, Doug 

was fired from a job early in his career. He called 

it the best and worst thing that happened to him. 

Doug’s sense of self was seriously impacted and 

he wasn’t sure what his next move would be. 

That is, until he met Neil McKenna, a placement 

counselor who became one of his best friends. In 

Doug’s words:

“Neil told me, ‘You’re going to be amazed at how 

the world is there to help you.’ And wouldn’t you 

know that everybody was out there willing to be 

helpful! I started to see a sea of people who were 

going to be helpful to me as long as I honored 

their situation. It was a huge paradigm shift for 

me. I have never again had a victim’s mentality. I 

see a sea of opportunity.” 

Doug’s story is a perfect example of how self-

doubt can be all consuming and paralyzing until 

a mentor shows up to help the leader shift from 

resisting the challenge to embracing it. What 

Neil McKenna did for Doug was give him back 

enough confidence to start trusting himself and 

others again, to give up being a “victim,” and to 

start behaving like the hard-driving, hard-working 

person he was before the firing. 

Doug had to believe in and then act on the 

principle that in a crisis, people want to help. 

Those he reached out to proved this theory correct 

as he began his lifelong heroic journey of service 

leadership.

Overcoming the Resistance and finding mentors

Leaders often have to contend with a dose of 

self-doubt even when the Call comes in the form 

of an opportunity. You’re probably aware of what 

has been dubbed the “Impostor Syndrome.” 

Common among highly successful, talented 

people, the Impostor Syndrome occurs when you 

are secretly afraid you are not good enough to 

merit the success coming your way, such as  

a promotion.

The Resistance

The Impostor Syndrome 
occurs when you are secretly 

afraid you are not good 
enough to merit the success 

coming your way.
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The Resistance

The Impostor Syndrome triggers as much self-

doubt as feeling like a victim does. Both sources 

of self-doubt must be faced in order to avoid 

paralysis. You can do this by increasing your 

self-awareness of your assets and enlisting the 

guidance of mentors. Here’s how:

Recall moments in the past when you have 

overcome resistance: Think about specific 

instances in your life when you have trusted 

yourself to engage challenges (welcome or 

unwelcome) in a productive, proactive way.

• What encouraging words did you say  

to yourself?

• What type of help did you ask for and receive?

• Who did you ask for help? Colleagues, 

counselors, friends?

• Which of your strengths did you tap into?

Leverage your strengths and sources of 

support: After reflecting on what worked to help 

you move beyond self-doubt in the past, apply the 

tools you used to this new situation, trusting that 

you have the assets and support to move forward 

once again.

• Which strengths will you leverage?

• Who will you ask for support and guidance?

• What will you tell yourself to reduce self-

doubt and increase self-trust?

• What do you see as the benefits of saying 

“yes” to the Call—for you, your stakeholders 

and the organization? 

In Campbell’s research, mythical figures who resist 

answering the Call are destined to stagnate or, 

even worse, regress. The same thing happens to 

leaders when they let the Resistance that comes 

with self-doubt reign.

To avoid the paralysis that self-doubt can bring, 

you must keep your strengths and sources of 

support top of mind. You must become intimate 

with that which makes you strong and worthy of 

embarking on a heroic journey.

Be inspired to know yourself more deeply as you 

begin the adventure that lies before you.

Share on:            
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Despite the resistance, 
you take the leap anyway.

Your mighty cause has fully taken 

over, body and soul. Resistance 

is now futile. You find yourself in 

some surreal suspended reality, 

with one foot in your past and the 

other foot stretching out into the 

great unknown of your future.  

Where will your newfound passion 

lead you? At this point, all you 

know is that you have to go.

By Crossing the Threshold, the die 

is cast, the adventure has begun 

and there’s no turning back. Not 

that you’d want to anyway.
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Crossing the Threshold
“Follow your bliss and the universe will open doors where there 
were only walls.”  – Joseph Campbell

Phase III: Crossing the Threshold 

In Campbell’s framework, the Crossing of the 

Threshold occurs when the hero takes concrete 

steps away from the way things are and toward 

the way things can be. Once the Threshold is 

crossed, there are no do-overs. The hero’s die is 

cast. He has committed to the Journey and the 

new reality is uncertain. All he knows for sure 

is that the adventure ahead will be full of twists, 

turns and countless surprises. 

As a leader, Crossing the Threshold means leaving 

behind the status quo and starting the process 

of creating the changes you know are needed. 

You will likely find many who prefer to maintain 

“business as usual” rather than be bothered with 

something new. It is now that you must bring 

all your personal assets to the cause and show 

you are serious about making changes. Your 

willingness to assert your commitment to this new 

path and show your skin in the game is what will 

convince others to join you.

Remember, even after you gather a team of 

committed followers, you will not know exactly 

how to navigate the new terrain. This is normal 

and universal. Allow for a period of exploration, 

experimentation, learning and reflection. In this 

place of discovery, you can edit out what’s not 

working and take one step toward what you want 

to be true. 

How to take that difficult step 

I’ve seen leaders Cross their Thresholds in all 

manner of ways. Just to name a few:

• Baby steps: Testing the water until it feels 

warm enough to dive in

• Full throttle: Leaning forward as far as you 

can while still standing on two feet

• Graceful march: Standing tall and marching 

across the boundary from “here” to “there” 

with gravitas and grace

As a leader, Crossing the 
Threshold means leaving behind 
the status quo and starting the 
process of creating the changes 
you know are needed.

In the end, style is immaterial. What matters most 

is that you take concrete steps and plant your feet 

firmly over the Threshold. 
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Crossing the Threshold

I recently interviewed Robbie Vorhaus, a 

renowned crisis expert and communication 

strategist for people in highly visible leadership 

positions facing major upheaval in their careers. 

No question, Robbie’s clients have found 

themselves in the middle of chaotic, threatening 

circumstances that have put an end to “life as 

they know it.”

Robbie told me that he advises his clients as they 

entertain a strange, new world to “be open to 

everything and attached to nothing.” Robbie then 

went on to explain how this process works. He 

calls it “One Less. One More.”2 

This process requires giving yourself permission to 

go on an exploration beyond the known and the 

obvious right now in this moment. 

“You can’t say, ‘I’m going to do this tomorrow,’ 

or, ‘All right, let’s pick this up in a week.’ It is 

a moment-to-moment, day-to-day process of 

discovery,” he told me. In this place of discovery, 

you can edit out what’s not working (one less) 

and take one step toward what you want to be 

true (one more). 

In the spirit of “One Less. One More.” you should 

ask yourself and those you want to lead the 

following questions:

• Given the new path forward, what can I/we 

stop doing or let go of?

• Given the new path forward, what can I/we 

start doing or envisioning?

“One Less. One More.” is a particularly effective 

leadership strategy during the pivotal, early days 

of mergers, acquisitions and divestiture—in fact,  

for organizational transformations of all types.

Leaders at all levels want to be the best possible 

agents of transformation. As much research 

reveals however, the promise of synergies 

and efficiencies often fall short when it’s time 

to execute. I think this is particularly true 

because leaders want to “look like” they have 

implementation all figured out. They want to look 

competent and appear confident, even if they 

have doubts.

Successful transformations demand that leaders 

reveal what they don’t know and engage 

followers in mapping the path forward.

That’s why I advise leaders of major, 

transformational change to allow for a period 

of exploration, experimentation, learning, and 

reflection for themselves and the people they  

lead as they Cross the Threshold into a new, 

better reality.
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And then will come  
the moment when one 
more step is all you  
can muster.

It’s hard to stay committed. Yet 

day after day, you get up and push 

on toward your mighty cause, 

trying as hard as you can to avoid 

being crushed by disappointments, 

detractors and doubt.

When will you get there? How  

 will you get there? Is there even  

 a “there”?

Luckily, you’re learning with 

every step. And you’re finding 

your stride with a little help from 

trusted allies. Just remember to 

suspend your fear— support will 

appear when you need it most.
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The Journey
“When you are on the right path, invisible hands will come to your aid.” 
– Joseph Campbell

Phase IV: The Journey

The Journey phase encompasses the majority of 

the heroic adventure in terms of time and effort. 

It presents the hero with significant tests and 

challenges as well as numerous encounters with 

allies and enemies. Surprises, both welcome (think 

Dorothy’s ruby slippers in The Wizard of Oz) and 

unwelcome, (think the Wicked Witch of the West) 

lurk around every corner. 

As the leader, the challenges you encounter on 

your Journey will be the best problems you have 

ever had. Each setback will be an opportunity to 

eliminate what is not working and a chance to 

learn what will work in securing the new vision. 

Finding ways around the many forms of resistance 

you face will also strengthen your own resolve 

and ability to establish a new order within your 

organization. 

Though you will be challenged, have no fear; 

support will show up as you deal with each 

obstacle and help will appear just when you need 

it. By turning your resistors into allies you will fuel 

the momentum toward achieving your shared 

new vision.

To fuel your growth and momentum, make sure 

to focus on at least one tangible sign of progress 

each day. Ask yourself, “What signs of progress 

do I see?” and “What is happening that I can call 

a small win?” As you note these tangible signs 

of progress (no matter how small) you will feel 

encouraged.

Tell others about the progress you see, ask them 

what they have noticed and celebrate small 

victories together. By doing this consistently, 

everyone’s confidence will get a boost.

How the Journey will unfold 

The Journey of transformational change requires 

growth on the part of the leader, of the others 

who join forces with the leader to answer the Call 

and of the organization as a whole.

Many researchers characterize the pursuit of 

organizational transformation as the hardest task 

of leadership. Professor of organizational behavior 

Robert Quinn and his colleagues at the University of 

Michigan offer insights into just why it is so difficult.

This process usually requires the 
surrender of personal control, 
the toleration of uncertainty, 
and the development of a new 
culture at the collective level 
and a new self at the individual 
level.   (Quinn et al., 2000)
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In his 1996 publication, Deep Change: Discovering 

the Leader Within, Quinn wrote that this process 

begins with the leader and that his journey may 

be the most difficult of all:

“This journey does not follow the assumptions 

of rational planning. The objective may not be 

clear, and the path to it is not paved with familiar 

procedures. This tortuous journey requires that 

we leave our comfort zone and step outside our 

normal roles.”3

The trajectory of growth for leaders

A prime example of the type of growth required 

for leaders who rise to heroic levels is the shift 

from developing themselves as subject matter 

experts and individual contributors to connecting 

with and developing the people on their teams.

In a recent interview with Kevin Cashman, best-

selling author, global CEO coach and thought 

leader at Korn Ferry, Kevin told me about 

his journey from autonomy to intimacy (i.e., 

connection) as he built and grew his consulting 

business mid-career:

“I built this consulting business and it was 

successful, but that meant I then had to build 

community and a team. Suddenly I had this big 

group of people that I needed to motivate and 

inspire and develop so I had to learn how these 

two drives, autonomy and intimacy, work together 

because they can be in conflict. 

You need the autonomy to create and not be 

too worried about what people think. If you’re 

too worried you won’t create. Then you have to 

lead and have that autonomous impulse yet stay 

connected and stay intimate in business and  

also in life.”

Kevin’s struggle to master the skill of intimacy 

when his preferred mode was autonomy mirrors 

the growth trajectory of many of my clients. 

Occasionally, however, the growth process will 

be the other way around (i.e., autonomy skills 

need to be mastered when the home base is 

intimacy). Either way, the real promise of growth 

for the leader is that the Journey will be a path 

to inner wholeness. Once a leader has access to 

both autonomy and intimacy, the ability to have 

a positive impact and to develop others in the 

process increases exponentially.

The Journey
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The Journey

Navigating the ups and downs of the Journey

You, the leader, the people who have joined 

forces with you, and your organization as a 

whole, will each be growing exponentially during 

the Journey phase. My first recommendation for 

effectively navigating the ups and downs of the 

Journey applies to all three constituents and it is 

to embrace an ever-changing world.

This recommendation is derived from one of the 

four pillars of success espoused by the Jesuit Order 

of Priests. In Heroic Leadership: Best Practices 

from a 450-Year-Old Company that Changed the 

World, author Chris Lowney explains the Jesuit 

leadership development pillar of ingenuity, which 

calls for “confidently innovating and adapting to 

embrace an ever-changing world.”4 Lowney writes,

“Jesuits achieved what we today would call 

ingenuity—a mix of adaptability, daring, speed, 

and good judgment—only by first cultivating the 

attitude … called ‘indifference.’”

I believe the Jesuit definition of ingenuity 

serves the leader’s heroic journey extremely 

well. It requires us to not be so attached to our 

innovations and adaptations that we won’t be 

able to embrace an ever-changing world. 

In addition, the insistence that the leader 

cultivate an attitude of indifference to any 

particular strategy or innovative approach is, in 

my experience, essential to achieving milestones, 

surmounting obstacles and making great leaps 

forward. One has to let go of false attachments 

and outmoded solutions as quickly as possible to 

avoid unnecessary delays and dead-end traps.

Why to count your blessings every day

At the end of each day, focus on at least one 

tangible sign of progress (i.e., blessing). It could 

be that you are one step closer to achieving 

a milestone, a positive change in attitude, an 

unexpected offer of help or a valuable insight or  

a vote of confidence from someone you respect. 

In the Jesuit tradition, the fourth pillar of success 

is “contemplation to attain love.” Furthermore, 

the foundation of that love must be “stirred to 

profound gratitude.” This is a profound insight for 

leaders responding to their Call.

In secular terms, what this Jesuit pillar means is 

that reflecting on tangible signs helps you become 

more grateful. And as you grow in gratitude, you 

are more able to engage with others and help 

them grow to their full potential. This is indeed a 

most virtuous cycle for leaders and their followers. 

So, once you identify the day’s progress (or 

blessing), ask yourself, “Why should I be grateful?” 

Gratitude will pave the hero’s path with care and 

inspiration to grow for all concerned. After all, no 

hero endures the Journey to success alone.

Ask yourself,  
“Why should I  

be grateful?”
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There will be a point 
when the struggle is epic.

Pushed beyond your limits and 

tested against your strengths,  

only your ingenuity and resolve 

can save  you now.

In your journey, this is the 

cliffhanger: Will you overcome the 

insurmountable odds? 

It is in your darkest moment that 

you as a leader must overcome 

exhaustion, profound fear and 

paralyzing self doubt. By achieving 

victory over your supreme ordeal, 

you will be transformed.
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The Supreme Ordeal
“It is by going down into the abyss that we recover the treasures  
of life. Where you stumble, there lies your treasure.”  
– Joseph Campbell

Phase V: The Supreme Ordeal and victory

One of the most consistent findings in Joseph 

Campbell’s research is that every hero encounters 

a profoundly dark moment, a time when the hero 

is at risk of losing everything. This is the moment 

at which the hero touches bottom. He is brought 

to the brink in a battle with his worst enemy 

and faces the possibility of death. The Supreme 

Ordeal is a critical moment in any story—we hold 

our collective breath as the hero, whom we have 

become invested in, appears to die but then is 

born again. This moment is a major source of the 

magic of the hero myth.

How the Supreme Ordeal arises

The Supreme Ordeal will manifest itself toward the 

end of the heroic journey but before the vision is 

realized. This means that the leader (and everyone 

else involved in making the vision a reality) will 

be a mix of tired, impatient and ready for the 

pendulum of fate to swing their way.

That is exactly what happened to Tim Lehman and 

his leadership team at Gibson Insurance Company. 

Tim asked me to endorse his soon-to-be published 

company memoir that chronicles the heroic 

leadership Journey he and his organization has 

been on for the last decade.

In (r)Evolution: How Clarity Ignites Game-Changing 

Growth, Tim recounts his company’s successful 

growth trajectory and shows how introspection, 

resiliency and a constant focus on his own leadership 

development played a big role in making Gibson 

one of the top insurance agencies in North America.

Tim encountered his particular Supreme Ordeal in 

2008 when the Great Recession hit Gibson’s entire 

base of business. For the first time in a while, sales 

had been growing. Then the market crashed and 

things went into a tailspin. Budget forecasts for 

the following year were even more bleak. Gibson’s 

people costs accounted for over seventy percent 

of expenses, so the only way to drastically cut 

costs was to reduce head counts.

The Supreme Ordeal is a 
critical moment in any story— 
we hold our collective breath 
as the hero whom we have 
become invested in appears to 
die but then is born again. This 
moment is a major source of 
the magic of the hero myth.
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The Supreme Ordeal

Tim’s story reflects on the lengths to which a 

leader must go to weather the storm and emerge 

the better for it. In his words:

“No one on the executive leadership team could 

stomach the thought of cutting jobs. To speak of 

it almost seemed like blasphemy. Gibson wasn’t 

that kind of company. Yet the projections for the 

year would leave us unable to cover our expenses 

for the second year in a row. There wasn’t a good 

answer … for the first time in our 75-year history 

we had a reduction in force. It amounted to 

about ten percent of our workforce. It was gut-

wrenching for all of us.”

At the same time, Tim’s leadership was being 

challenged. His main objective was to grow the 

company, but the people he depended on to help 

him achieve his goal had just endured the most 

traumatic cost-cutting initiatives in the lifetime of 

the organization. Some of his people positively 

acknowledged his efforts and enthusiasm but for 

Tim, the negative comments held much more weight.

“… it was the negative comments I played over 

and over again in my head. At that moment 

these negative statements were crushing to me. 

In my head I had just played my guts out and 

left everything I had on the field … I remember 

sinking into a deep funk for several days.

In one particularly arrogant but candid moment, I 

remember telling my wife, ‘I think they’re lucky 

to have me … I was asked to grow this place and 

the main gripe is the manner in which I am doing 

my job? Growth is the only way out. Nothing 

else matters!’ I was convinced “they” needed to 

change. Not me.”

His wife suggested the unthinkable: quitting. Tim 

considered the option even though he didn’t 

see himself as a quitter. Was he fighting a losing 

battle? Or was he the problem? He began to think 

that the latter was more true and that he was the 

one who needed to change.  

“It was 2009 and begrudgingly I was coming to 

the realization that I would have to modify my 

approach … I slowly began to stop blaming others 

for not being in sync with me and made it my 

issue to bring them along. The forceful model of 

leadership wasn’t going to cut it.”

Tim was right to do his soul searching. In his case, 

the shift in leadership style ended up being well 

worth the agony involved in facing up to the fact 

that he was the problem and he was the one who 

needed to change. 

Tim used this monumental business challenge, 

this Supreme Ordeal, to transform himself 

and his organization for the good. 
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The Supreme Ordeal

Reckoning with the darkest moment

It is in your darkest moment, when you hit rock 

bottom, that you as the leader must reckon 

with your ordeal. Only then will the necessary 

transformation take place. Here is a critical tool for 

reckoning with your darkest moment, taken from 

my book, Lead Positive:

ASA Shift

The ASA Shift is a mental process with three steps:

1. Acknowledge

2. Scan

3. Act

Acknowledge: The first step in facing your 

Supreme Ordeal is to acknowledge what is not 

working. Identify your negative emotions and trace 

them back to the negative aspects of the ordeal. 

Accept that the negative aspects are probably true, 

but don’t dwell. Dwelling is not helpful. 

Scan: If you look more closely you will 

undoubtedly be able to glimpse some beneficial 

aspect of the current situation. Ask yourself: How 

can my team or I benefit from tackling this ordeal 

head on? Scan for one potential gain or upside. 

Think about the reward that will come with 

dealing effectively with the challenge.

Act: This is where the transformation begins.  

Take one step toward realizing the benefit you 

now see as possible. It may feel uncomfortable 

and awkward because it goes against your old 

way of thinking and acting but that’s okay—they 

weren’t working anymore anyway. Let go of what 

was in order to act on what could be. Feel how it 

makes the negative thoughts and feelings recede 

and brings you closer to victory.

Here’s an example of how the ASA Shift can work 

in practice. Consciously or not, then New York 

City Mayor Giuliani likely used a process similar to 

the ASA Shift in the earliest hours of dealing with 

his Supreme Ordeal, the 9/11 tragedy:

Acknowledge the negative: “We cannot 

speculate about the deaths and destruction at this 

time. We have losses greater than we can bear.”

Scan for the positive: “There must be survivors.”

Act on the positive: “We must act now to find 

the survivors.”

The ASA Shift is a tool for reckoning with what 

is not working without going into a negative 

downward spiral. This exercise also helps you 

begin the transformation out of your darkest 

moment by discovering the hidden assets inherent 

in the situation. Even the gravest and most 

difficult Supreme Ordeals offer assets that can 

yield benefits if leaders have the determination 

and courage to reckon with them.

Whatever the form your darkest moment 

takes, it is only in dealing with it directly that 

transformation and victory is possible. As you 

reckon with your Supreme Ordeal, you let old 

ways of thinking and operating that are not 

working die, so that you can be reborn as a new, 

more effective leader. 

This is the time to embrace the tough decision 

or new belief that will push you to new levels of 

breakthrough performance and toward realizing 

your vision.
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And in the end, you  
will change everything.  
Even yourself.

This is the place you’d only 

imagined. Now you’re 

back, bearing the gifts of 

transformational vision and a 

newfound awareness of your 

connection with the common 

good.

The sense of lasting change is 

palpable. A new energy infuses 

you and those around you. The 

vision you once struggled to 

communicate is becoming the 

fabric of your new, revived 

organization.

Now is the time to tell the story of 

your experience. And—as is the 

way  with all monumental journeys— 

 to embark on another one.
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The Return Home
“We’re not on our journey to save the world but to save ourselves. 
But in doing that you save the world. The influence of a vital 
person vitalizes.”  – Joseph Campbell

Phase VI: The Return Home

Having survived the darkest hour, the hero takes 

possession of the treasure he seeks and returns 

home with boons and elixirs from the adventure. 

As Campbell explains it, the hero emerges from 

the special world with the knowledge and gifts to 

change his old, ordinary world for the better. 

Having engaged all of your allies and emerged 

triumphant from the Supreme Ordeal, you the leader 

have come to the place you had only imagined at 

the start. You find a new culture developing, a 

new bold innovative business approach in progress. 

The vision you once struggled to communicate 

is becoming the very fabric of your new, revived 

organization. The people who joined forces with you 

are more engaged and effective than ever. Through 

this epic adventure, you have all learned how to 

operate at the upper ranges of your potential.

How to return with every boon and blessing 

The cliché “keep your eyes on the prize” can 

definitely take on new and deeper meaning when 

the leader must Return Home. Growth on the part 

of the leader, the team and the organization is an 

essential component of this epic adventure. This 

growth is also one of the meaningful treasures 

and special knowledge the adventurers will 

undoubtedly return home with.

When it comes to the leader and those on the 

team, growth can (and should) be measured by 

one’s increasing sense of fulfillment and personal 

accomplishment, for example, in terms of:

• Self-sacrifice: Directing your own desires to 

serve others and the greater good

• Self-transcendence: Becoming aware of 

your deep connection with others and the 

common good

• Sense of meaning and significance: Being 

able to make better sense of the world and 

your place in it

It can be difficult to integrate this new, special 

knowledge back into the old, ordinary world that 

operates on more mundane, less evolved planes. 

It will be your challenge as the leader to pave the 

way for thoughts, words and actions that rise to 

the new higher level of performance and potential 

you and your team have realized. 

Of this, Campbell writes in his book Pathways 

to Bliss: Mythology and Personal Transformation, 

Campbell writes:

“The whole idea is that you’ve got to bring out again 

that which you went to recover, the unrealized, 

unutilized potential in yourself. The whole point of 

this journey is the reintroduction of this potential 

into the world; that is to say, to you living in 

the world. You are to bring this treasure of 

understanding back and integrate it in a rational 

life. It goes without saying that this is difficult.”5
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The Return Home

Telling the stories that transform hearts, 

minds and behavior 

One of the best ways of helping others accept and 

adopt your newfound wisdom and higher levels of 

development is to tell stories.

Paint the picture of how you are all better equipped 

to take on new transformative adventures. Make 

your story the perfect platform for recognizing 

the others who contributed to making the vision a 

reality. Let them tell the stories of their individual 

journeys and successful transformations. 

In their classic text, Leading Minds: An Anatomy 

of Leadership, researchers Howard Gardner and 

Emma Laskin claimed that the effectiveness 

of leaders to influence others to new ways 

of perceiving the world and operating in it is 

achieved through the stories they use. 

Gardner and Laskin divide leaders into three 

categories:

1. Ordinary leaders who use traditional stories

2. Innovative leaders who bring a “new take” 

on a known story

3. Visionary leaders who actually create and 

introduce their group to a new story 

They write that the challenge to visionary leaders 

is “to offer a story, and an embodiment, that builds 

on the most credible of past synthesis, revisits them 

in light of current concerns, leaves open a place for 

future events, and allows individual contributions 

by the persons in the group.”6

Let’s take this quotation apart and analyze its 

relevance to leaders as they bring back the boons 

and blessings to the ordinary world.

1. You must be the embodiment of the story: 

In other words, the story you tell needs to 

reveal your own experiences as well as the 

transformational growth you were able to 

achieve on your heroic journey. As a leader, you 

must portray yourself as the protagonist of your 

story so that people can see you as the hero.

The vision you once struggled 
to communicate is becoming 
the very fabric of your new, 
revived organization.
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The Return Home

2. You must build on the most credible  

of past syntheses: Your decision to answer 

the Call and embark on an epic journey 

did not occur randomly. Rather, your heroic 

leadership journey emerged from a context 

rich with opportunities and potential—even 

if the context was chaotic and confusing at 

the same time. It is your job as the leader to 

clarify the context and synthesize these events 

into a visionary story with rich lessons that 

can be applied to your present (and future). 

3. You must leave open a place for  

future events: Your story should be a 

gateway to the future adventures that await 

you, your team and the organization. Show 

how your heroic leadership journey paves 

the way for new and even more important 

journeys. Paint the picture of how you 

are all better equipped to take on new 

transformative adventures. Make sure to 

call out the specific talents, interests, and 

aspirations of all the people who traveled 

with you. Show how they can leverage their 

experiences to reach new heights. Your 

audience will be inspired if you do.

4. You must allow individual contributions 

by the persons in the group: Make your 

story the perfect platform for recognizing all 

those who contributed to making the vision 

a reality. Let them tell the stories of their 

own journeys and successful transformations. 

Celebrate each and every one of them.

Whenever I witness a leader pursuing a vision 

worth striving for, I am reminded of U.S. 

education reformer Horace Mann’s most jaw-

dropping call to action of them all:

“Be ashamed to die until you have won some 

victory for humanity.”

This is indeed the ultimate boon and blessing.
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Conclusion
“You are the hero of your own story.”   
– Joseph Campbell

Why you need to say “yes” to your own heroic journey

The story of your own heroic leadership journey will delight and inspire both 

you and those who travel with you to continue striving for new heights of 

fulfillment and achievement, or what Joseph Campbell calls the “good life.”

“What I think is that a good life is one hero’s journey after another. Over and 

over and over again, you are called to the realm of adventure, you are called 

to new horizons. Each time, there is the same problem: do I dare? And then 

if you do dare, the dangers are there, and the help also, and the fulfillment 

or the fiasco. There’s always the possibility of a fiasco. But there’s also the 

possibility of bliss.”7

If not you, who? If not now, when? The world—your world—needs heroic 

leaders more than ever before.

Like the ebook?  
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About Kathy Cramer, Ph.D. About The Cramer Institute

“I believe leaders can reach the upper limits of their potential. Imagine 

a world where leaders of organizations routinely do this. That’s 

where I want to live … and work.”

This is the vision of Dr. Kathy Cramer, Ph.D., best-selling author, 

speaker, coach, trainer and executive consultant. Dr. Cramer is 

passionate about possibilities and potential. Her frequent talk show 

appearances range from The Oprah Winfrey Show to Bloomberg 

Business. She has authored nine books, including Lead Positive, 

named by Inc. Magazine as “One of the Ten Best Leadership 

Books of the Year for 2014.” She is also a frequent contributor to 

Psychology Today, Forbes and our own Lead Positive blog. Kathy 

has led global leadership programs for the U.S. Air Force, DuPont, 

Monsanto, and many more organizations. A Saint Louis University-

trained and licensed psychologist, she serves as Executive in 

Residence at the John Cook School of Business at the University, and 

is on the Executive Board of the Center of Creative Arts (COCA). She 

is a member of the American Psychological Association. Read more 

about Dr. Cramer at her site, DrKathyCramer.com — and learn how 

to request her for your organization’s next inspiring keynote address.

314–725–0500 ext. 30  |  kcramer@cramerinstitute.com
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The Cramer Institute in Saint Louis, Missouri, began its own “Leader’s 

Heroic Journey” in 1985, when founded by psychologist Dr. Kathy 

Cramer. It’s now a team of highly experienced experts in leadership 

consulting and development, each with a passion for awakening 

individuals to reach their highest potential. We work with managers, 

teams and entire organizations to transform the way they think, 

communicate and work, yielding improvements in collaboration, 

productivity, innovation and customer loyalty. The Institute’s unique 

intel of Asset-Based Thinking serves as the foundation for a robust 

suite of Lead Positive training and coaching initiatives: powerful 

programs, books, videos, and thought leadership serving leaders  

who truly desire change ... for the positive.

Worldwide clients include giants such as Microsoft, Starbucks, 

MasterCard, Purina, Monsanto, Bank of America, Edward Jones,  

as well as many universities, non-profits and independent firms.
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