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the scary, 
winding 
road through 
change
When changes happen, how do you negotiate 
the transitions that often come with them? How 
do you move forward to a new stage and how 
can mindfulness help this process? 

By Jeremy Hunter

Jeremy Hunter is assistant professor of practice 
at the Peter F. Drucker School of Management. His 
Executive Mind course helps managers manage 
themselves and their inner transitions. His great 
grandfather was a sumo wrestler. 
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After 17 years of living with a life-threatening 
kidney disease, at the end of 2008 I received a new 
kidney from a generous former student. The surgery 
extended and revolutionized my life. My skin turned 
from a sad yellow to a vibrant pink. After years of 
a diet restricted to what seemed like filtered water 
and saltines, I treasured the moment my teeth sunk 
into a succulent beef tongue taco. For the first time 
in years, I could meet the day with vitality and 
dream about a future.

Since most organ rejections happen early on, the 
first few months were tenuous. Once it was clear the 
procedure was a success, the next six months were 
exuberant. Were this a Lifetime Channel special, 
the credits would roll at the happy ending. However, 
without warning I sank into a deep and anxious 
depression. It dragged on for the next 18 months and 
I felt aimless, worthless, and hopeless. Though my 
health was better than it had been in decades, there 
were times I lost the urge to continue living. I knew 
something was up and began to look for answers. 

I found my experiences mirrored what many wise 
people have said about what happens during transi-
tions. I discovered a rich literature and tradition 
around transitions, containing maps and guides for 
how to navigate them. 

I learned that changes were distinct from transi-
tions. Changes are events. You get married. Your com-
pany is taken over and ceases to exist. Your dog dies. 

Transitions are the inner shifts of identity, possi-
bility, and belief that occur to help us assimilate and 
adjust to changes. Some are easy, others are difficult. 
They don’t occur automatically, and they often 
require consistent and specific efforts. Like a video 
game where you slay a demon to move to the next 
level, transitions throw down a series of monsters 
that must be overcome before you can move ahead. 

As I navigated the transition occasioned by my 
new circumstances, mindfulness proved an essen-
tial ally for me. It created the ability to keep me 
moving ahead through a bewildering territory and 
into a renewed sense of purpose, wonder, and joy. 

CONTEMPLATION

Pick a significant change in your life. What transition 
took place as a result? 

Like a video game where you slay 
a demon to move to the next level, 
transitions throw down a series of 
monsters that must be overcome  
before you can move ahead. 
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Transitions Are Triggered 
by Changes

You can bet good money 
that you will experience 
changes. I’ve observed there 
are five Ds that propel us 
into reconsidering our lives: 
Death, Disaster, Disease, 
Divorce, and Downsizing. 
They are the harbingers of 
transition because they signal 
that something familiar— 
a role, a way of living, a rela-
tionship—has come to an end. 
In a culture like ours that sees 
time as a straight line moving 
from past to future, these 
changes seem like finalities, 
the end of the road. 

Endings can come with 
despair, grief, and a sense  
that a future is impossible.   
A ten-year old girl from a well-
to-do family comes home 
from school in El Salvador  
to find her 40-year-old father 
has died. The family plunges 
headlong into wrenching 
change. Her mother leaves 
her and her siblings behind 
to work as a maid in America,  
sending money back home 
for a decade. Eventually the 
family is reunited. The little 
girl grows to be a successful 
finance executive, but says 
her father’s death ended the 
sense of safety, security, and 
family she had known.

Not all changes are gloomy. 
Graduations, births, and 
promotions are also moments 
when the old and familiar 
dissolve into something new 
and unknown. These are the 
changes that can take us by 
surprise because even though 
they are ostensibly “positive,” 
it means that some sort of 

reformatting is taking place 
and with that an old way of 
life passes into history. 

Maybe you miss the quiet 
days before children or the 
frivolity of student life or the 
flow-like pleasure of con-
tributing to an organization 
without the heavy responsi-
bilities of being a manager. 
It may come as a mystery as 
to why you’re feeling sullen 
or longing for some previous 
way of being despite moving 
into a new and wider world.

Endings need to be 
acknowledged. We need to 
give them attention, accept 
that they are taking place, and 
appreciate the experiences 
that led to them. They ask 
us to bring things to closure. 
Instead of seeing time as a 
straight line, if we see life as 
a series of cycles of growth, 
maturation, and death fol-
lowed by rebirth, we better 
understand why endings are 
necessary for new beginnings.  

CONTEMPLATION

Do you have a pattern in how 
you deal with endings? Do 
you just keep moving or make 
space to mourn or acknowl-
edge what was lost? Do you 
accept that something or 
someone has passed? 

What endings are incomplete?

How can you create a way  
to bring closure to unfinished 
business? →
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This middle period is made up of 
doubt, discomfort, and disorientation. 
Accepting uncomfortable sensations 
is one of the monsters to be faced at 
this stage.

Navigating the Zombie Zone

After the end of the  
familiar, it can seem like 
you’re stepping into a void. 
In this foggy maze, there are 
no signposts with arrows 
assuring you “This way out.” 
You can feel lost and zombie-
like or at least unmoored and 
disoriented as you wander 
the earth. The old rules don’t 
seem to apply anymore. What 
used to work well no longer 
does. You feel strange and 
not like your old self but not 
yet something fully formed. 
Does the caterpillar in its 
pupae stage on the way to 
butterfly-hood ever think to 
itself, “What the hell is going 
on with me?!”

A common feeling here is 
anxiety that takes the form 
of a desire for answers and 
a rush to a settled future. 
A student of mine who had 
worked for the same orga-
nization for decades found 
herself unemployed. As we 
sat together at lunch with two 
half-eaten cobb salads sepa-
rating us, she implored “How 
can I get through this as fast 
as possible?” 

What distinguishes this 
middle period is doubt, 
discomfort, and disorienta-
tion. Learning to return to the 
present and accept uncom-
fortable sensations is one of 

the monsters to be faced at 
this stage.

We sometimes think it 
would be preferable to give 
up on life because the story 
of who we are doesn’t fit any-
more. When we believe our 
story too much, we feel like 
not only has the story come to 
an end but maybe we’ve come 
to an end. Why not just get 
out of the misery?  In my case, 
mindfulness allowed me to 
recognize and be with depres-
sion and uneasiness without 
getting swallowed by it.

The depression and the 
desire to isolate oneself might 
be our system’s way of asking 
us to slow down and take 
stock. What rules apply now? 
What do I need to let go of? 

Letting go of what doesn’t 
work anymore is the next 
monster. Maybe what needs 
to be released is a belief, a 
resentment, or an identity. 
The process is deconstructive.

A utilities executive who 
was a war refugee as a child  
came to terms with letting go 
of her view of herself as an 
underdog who always has to 
fight to get what she wants. 
She realizes by not seeing life 
through the lens of a constant 
battle, she can live easier. Just 
as a hot air balloon must drop 
the weight of sandbags to 
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soar, letting go of the old and 
unworkable is the only way to 
keep from sinking. It makes 
space for something new.

Though you may be slough-
ing off the old, at some point 
you realize you’ve hit bottom. 
Choices become very simple. 
No matter how much you 
want, you cannot return to 
the familiar old world. If 
you choose not to founder 
on the rocks, the only way is 
forward. The growth aspect 
of this middle period is inten-
tional exploration. So the task 
here is to balance letting go 
with the search for something 
new: new relationships, new 
places, new ways of thinking, 
seeing, and living. Like trying 
on new clothes, looking in the 
mirror and asking “Can I pull 
this off?” This process can 
feel wasteful and indulgent. 
There can be many false 
starts further compounding 
the sense of hopelessness.

This is only part of the 
monster’s bag of tricks. Perse-
verance is essential. Put one 
foot in front of the other. Do 
the next thing, even if you’re 
unsure what the next thing 
after that is. Enlist the sup-
port of others—we don’t walk 
the path alone and rarely is 
the path straightforward. It’s 
a journey of discovery.

An architect at mid-career 
feels his game is up. He’s tired 
of clients asking him to churn 
out variations of his “greatest 
hits.” So he takes a pilgrim-
age to the offices of avant-
garde architects. Through 
his conversations he glimpses 
possibilites. He realizes he 
must let go of his old habit 
of focusing only on himself 
and advancing his vision. He 
embraces collaboration and 
dialogue with the communi-
ties he builds for—an orches-
tra conductor instead of a 
visionary auteur. From these 
interactions come dramatic 
designs unlike anything he’s 
ever done.  He revitalizes 
himself and his work. 

CONTEMPLATION 

How do you handle sensations 
of discomfort in transitions? 

What happens when you lessen 
your resistance and increase 
acceptance to not knowing?

Try new things, go to new 
places, meet new people, learn 
new skills as if you’re trying on 
new clothes, asking, “does this 
feel right?” 

Create a system of support. → 
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resemblance to the one that 
had ended. 

I’ve found that dreams can 
sometimes shed an interest-
ing light on transitions, as 
archetypal ideas bubble up 
from deep in the mind. 

My own new beginning 
was marked by a dream 
of encountering a glowing 
Tokyo Tower standing in hills 
near where I live. It pulses 
with otherworldly power. 
Kids wearing black sneakers 
I’d just purchased in real life 
walk by. They tell me it takes 
20 years to be a success. I 
touch the tower and power-
ful sensations course through 
my body. I wake up—twenty 
years older than I was when 
I was first diagnosed with 
kidney disease.

CONTEMPLATION

Sense what enjoyment or being 
refreshed feels like in the body. 

What do you know now that you 
didn’t before? 

Eventually something sticks. 
The despair is replaced by a 
tentative sense of aliveness. 
Not sure of this sensation,  
we are suspicious that some-
thing could feel fulfilling or 
enjoyable. We question it. 
Could this be real? Am I being 
duped and betrayed? How-
ever, a new equilibrium can 
begin to emerge. There are 
often confirming events that 
dampen doubts and signal a 
new way forward with a sense 
of resolution, commitment, 
and possibility. 

In my case, I won a series 
of teaching awards reaffirm-
ing my love of working with 
people. In addition, I received 
a promotion that would allow 
me to focus on teaching. That 
set in motion a different life 
from the one I had before 
my surgery. I emerged into 
a new role and learned that 
what I did had value for oth-
ers. I received invitations to 
lecture in Europe and Asia. 
I met a kind and beautiful 
woman who became my wife. 
This emerging life bore little 

Finding Your New Groove

It makes me optimistic 
to see the resilience people 
have in the face of enormous 
changes. Through working 
with people in transition I’ve 
become a cautious optimist 
about human possibility. In 
class, we spend a day listen-
ing to each other’s transition 
stories: what ended? what was 
let go? what was gained in 
return? The repeated expo-
sure emphasizes that we’ve 
all been through this before 
and we can do it again. ●
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The internal dynamics of leadership

Contact

What Have People Who’ve Worked With Me Said? 

To inquire about corporate seminars, public speaking, retreats and 

private courses please contact:  

JPHunter@post.harvard.edu 

www.JeremyHunter.net 

“In more than thirty years, I have never seen this group this attentive for so long. It was a testament to both 

your content and your presentation skills. Well done.”

–Barry S, Chairman

“Of all the programs I attended during the conference, yours was the most thought-provoking. It opened 

windows for me and I know it would do the same for some of our board members. I tried to approach you 

so on several occasions during the conference to tell you so, but you achieved rock star status and it was 

hard to get through the mob.”

–Cindi Y, Executive Director

“Yesterday’s retreat was outstanding and precisely what the staff needed at this juncture.”

–Rachel F, Executive Director

“We are SO appreciative of your time and your expertise. I’ve been getting nothing but rave reviews, both  

in person and by email.”

–Dita S, Principal

“I am sure that by now Dena W. has contacted you and shared the evaluations from your presentation. The 

ratings were off the charts! You really hit a “home run” with our staff. Thanks again for your presentation.”

–Dan O., Executive Assistant to the President

“Jeremy was especially engaging and energizing. Jeremy was fantastic. Could have heard from him longer. 

Jeremy Hunter was great and his session applied to my business needs.”

–Human Resources Personnel and Strategy Conference Anonymous Evaluations




