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THE SALT CEDAR

What human beings can be, they must be.
—Abraham Maslow, Motivation and Personality, 1954

Salt cedars are remarkable trees. They thrive in arid climates and salty soils
where most plants struggle to survive. Despite being invasive in certain envi-
ronments, these tough trees with their feathery leaves and colorful flowers are
a sight to behold.

I have developed an intimate relationship with one of these salt cedars on
a beach that I frequently visit in Bodrum, a popular summer destination in
Turkiye. Sitting under this tree, you avoid sunburn, yet comfortably absorb
the sun as its rays seep through those feathery leaves. This tree stands only a
few feet away from the shore, so in a southwesterly breeze, you feel refreshed as
sprinkles from the Aegean Sea land on your skin.

My relationship with this salt cedar goes beyond those physical sensations.
Whenever I am around it, a sense of calm takes over, as if nature itself is offer-
ing a moment to step away from the daily grind. In these quiet times, I often
find my mind wandering to philosophical questions.

One of these questions has followed me for years: What really matters
in life? For as long as I can remember, I have been a goal-driven person, set-
ting targets for my work, family, and well-being. These goals provided direc-
tion and kept me motivated, yet they left me with a lingering void—a sense

!Adapted from the original quote, “What a man can be, he must be.”
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that something essential was missing. I could best describe it as the absence
of an overarching goal in life. This void felt more pronounced as my intense
focus on advancing in my career and developing as a leader began narrow-
ing my perspective. During one salt cedar moment, as my mind flowed freely
through philosophical deliberations, I came to truly understand that life must
hold more than these pursuits. This awareness, in its quiet unfolding, revealed
my paramount goal for life: to discover my potential as a human being—not
merely as a business professional or leader.

Initially, I wasn't entirely sure what this broader idea of growth entailed.
Despite this vagueness, I felt uplifted by a vision of a lifelong journey of
self-discovery. My mind kept sifting through ideas about growth, but the more
I tried to piece them together, the more elusive a cohesive narrative became. I
quickly realized that I first needed to identify what was most fundamental to
my growth, and then allow everything else to fall into place.

Around this same period, I became deeply intrigued by Sufism—a mysti-
cal path rooted in Islam. I was particularly intrigued with its concept of “trans-
forming the 7afs” to achieve a divine connection. As I delved deeper into this
idea, a foundational theme for personal growth began to take shape.

In Sufi philosophy, 7afs is considered one of the cornerstones of the human
being. While definitions vary, it is generally understood as the inherent traits
and tendencies of the self that hinder one’s progress. Transforming the nafs is
seen as a lifelong journey—dissolving these self-imposed barriers and gradually
fostering a deeper connection with the divine.

I found this concept to be equally relevant and vital for personal growth,
even outside a divine context. The essence of transforming the zafs lies in the
ongoing work of refining the inner self—a process that involves deepening
one’s awareness of thoughts, emotions, and actions, laying a strong foundation
for lasting growth.

The question I then grappled with was this: How does the nafs get in
the way of our growth? A commonly understood explanation is that the nafs
compels us to pursue earthly desires, often to our own detriment and at the
expense of others. While I saw the merit in this perspective, I was more curious
about the deeper psychological dynamics behind how we impose limitations

on our own growth. Reflecting further, I began to suspect that the answer to
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my question lay in the sense of self—the thoughts we hold about ourselves.
Shaped over a lifetime, these thoughts define what makes us unique, what we
identify with, and how we judge ourselves. We clearly can't live without a sense
of self, but could it also quietly inhibit our growth?

To clarify this suspicion, I decided to conduct an experiment: Could I
become more aware of how my sense of self was holding me back, and learn to
manage its influence? If I could, would this awareness meaningfully accelerate
my growth?

The experiment required nothing more than setting aside time for mean-
ingful self-reflection and remaining open to feedback. The timing was fortu-
itous. I was in my mid-forties—a phase marked by career stress, intensifying
family obligations, emerging health concerns, and a deeper quest for fulfill-
ment. Life itself provided no shortage of case studies.

Shortly after starting the experiment, I began noticing moments where
my thoughts about myself were, indeed, holding me back. I realized this only
after some introspection. At first, this limiting influence surfaced as counter-
productive emotions: arrogance in disagreements, jealousy when comparing
myself to others, or anger when receiving criticism. Reflecting deeply on these
experiences through the lens of my sense of self, I finally came to see that they
stemmed from an over-dependence on external recognition.

Over time, I came to describe this as an impulse to “serve” my sense
of self—to preserve or elevate it—often without my awareness. Whenever
this impulse took over, it clouded my psyche, distancing me from the task
at hand and the people involved, fueling counterproductive emotions, and
ultimately, hindering my performance.

Recognizing this, I challenged myself to control this impulse, even when
I felt my identity was threatened. Could I replace it with a drive to accom-
plish something more meaningful? For example, could I focus exclusively on
doing the right thing, or seeking truth, rather than serving my sense of self?
My attempts yielded mixed results. In some cases, I managed to redirect my
focus, leading to positive effects on my performance. In others, my sense of self
continued to hold me back despite my best intentions. I share personal stories
about these experiences throughout this book.

This experiment to understand the influence of my sense of self revealed
three valuable insights. First, I understood that my sense of self holds me back
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whenever I give in to the impulse to serve it. Second, I learned that while this
impulse may never be fully controlled, it can be kept in check. Each small vic-
tory, however incremental, contributes to meaningful progress.

Finally, I recognized the profound and far-reaching influence of my sense
of self on my thoughts, emotions, and mental models. This awareness con-
vinced me that managing its limiting effects is central to my growth. At last, I
had identified the foundational theme of my journey and was ready to develop
a model around it.

I realized that fully developing this model required space for reflection
and experimentation. Stepping away from an executive role provided that
space. During this phase of my professional life, I decided to take on differ-
ent roles in business, non-governmental organizations, and academia, while
also engaging in entreprencurial ventures, philanthropy, and mentoring.
The diversity of this portfolio offered even more case studies for refining the
model.

Feeling compelled to share it more broadly, I envisioned the model as a flex-
ible framework for understanding one’s self and life that would be adaptable to
individual needs rather than a dogmatic formula. I named this model Soulgery,
inspired by the metaphor of performing “self-surgery” on one’s soul to foster
growth and transformation.

By this, I don’t mean that we can directly “operate” on the soul itself, some-
thing I believe is beyond our reach. Instead, I see the soul as something we can
only connect with. Our psyche—encompassing thoughts, emotions, and men-
tal models—plays a vital role in either obscuring or enhancing this connection.
Therefore, the concept of self-surgery here refers to managing our psyche to
cultivate a fuller human experience—one enriched by greater self-awareness,

meaningful connections, and a sense of meaning.

SOULGERY

Soulgery defines growth as the lifelong journey of becoming an increasingly
capable, impactful, and resilient person. Its fundamental assumption is that
the keys to discovering our better selves exist inside us, but we are somehow
distracted from recognizing them, or even from seeking them out. It guides the
growth journey through a Self Map, a model which I developed to reflect the
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essence of being human, and what I call the 4 Aczs of Growth. These provide a
comprehensive perspective on how we can leverage our real-life experiences to
accelerate our development.

The 4 Acts constantly draw us into our depths, where we can find the keys
to unlock our potential. They are based on four core beliefs about what makes
the most significant difference to one’s growth. These are:

1. Sourcing inspiration from life.
2. Focusing first on the impact we make.
3. Striving for performance excellence in all life roles.

4. Leveraging life’s challenges for growth.

We will talk about the 4 Acts first in chapter 3 and then cover them
throughout the book. The Self Map is fully explained in chapter 3.

In conversations with friends and family, a remark I often heard was how
difficult it would be to achieve what Soulgery is asking of us. I agree that
being honest about and ultimately changing one’s self are among the hardest
challenges in life. Yet, reassuringly, anyone motivated to do this kind of work
gets progressively better at it. What matters isn’t one’s current capability but
making consistent progress.

Two points deserve to be highlighted in this context. First, I acknowledge
that the emphasis on working on our inner selves can at times feel overwhelming,.
Having said that, it is up to each of us to decide on the scope and pace of our
journey to utilize Soulgery in the most productive way. We discuss this more
in chapter 19, once we have covered all of the 4 Acts. Second, Soulgery requires
a level of self-discipline, but it’s less about following a strict regimen and more
about maintaining a rhythm of engagement with it. Naturally, everyone’s
rhythm will be unique.

Soulgery accelerates growth as a natural consequence of our experiences.
As a flexible model, it empowers us to chart our own course, assess our pro-
gress, and make adjustments to keep moving forward. It will help us grow
like salt cedars. Just as they have deep root systems which tap into ground

water sources and an ability to adapt to salt, working with Soulgery helps lay
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deep roots within ourselves so that we can thrive in challenging environments.
However, there is one crucial difference.

The salt cedars are very domineering trees. As their deep roots monopolize
the ground water sources and they discharge salt into the soil, they make it
almost impossible for other species to survive around them. Soulgery does just
the opposite. It will help us engage with our human ecosystem in a mutually

beneficial way.

THE JOY OF GROWTH

A lifelong journey of growth will help us discover more of our untapped poten-
tial, bringing rewards in terms of real-life outcomes. The growth experience
itself is no less rewarding. Among its many joys, what stands out for me are
two apparent paradoxes.

The first is a simultaneous feeling of amazement and normalcy. You are
often amazed at the difference between your current self and a previous version
that has receded into the distance; but at the same time, it feels normal because
you have evolved naturally to that point. The other feeling is one of fulfillment
and a drive to keep moving forward. You feel contented and paradoxically, that
contentment becomes a driving force to do more and to discover more about
yourself.

Personal growth has always been important. Now that the technological
revolution of our times seems to be taking us into a more uncertain future,
it has become critical. This new phase unfolding before us is demanding we
step up our game in our own growth like no other period in history. The next
chapter makes the case for that.
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