
 

 
Anabasis: Rising from the Abyss into the Light 

 
“Anabasis” – a word familiar to most of us in Greece – hides a profundity that is often overlooked. 
Admittedly, the ups and downs of life constitute a recognizable pattern, present since the dawn 
of time. Yet, it is the conscious analysis of one’s journey through a crisis that ultimately leads to 
heights previously considered unattainable or even inconceivable. 
 
Within this context, on the 24th of June 2021, Hendre Coetzee, renowned Transformational 
Specialist and guest speaker to the CEO Clubs Greece Forum, invited the participants to an 
Anabasis process taking place on two levels: the business and, most importantly, the personal 
one, for it is there – the “ground zero” of real growth – that change really happens.  

 
 
This invitation was not by chance; it was by design, since the topic, perennial as it may be, was 
perfectly aligned with the CEO Club’s 2021 theme “Leading into the Light”, drawing inspiration 
from the recent pandemic ordeal: the challenges, the opportunities, and, above all, the massively 
collective nature of the experience. 
 
Despite its difficulty, every crisis, especially when of such global proportions, is a wake-up call: 
an invitation to look within, assess where one stands on the trajectory of one’s personal journey, 
and choose to become a better version of one’s self. After all, an Anabasis starts from the deepest 
shadows of the “Katabasis”: the abyss that invariably precedes it.   



 

 
There have been several attempts to analyze the Anabasis process, identifying its various steps 
while making sense of its unfolding and impact.  
 
Perhaps the most widely-known model is the “Hero’s Journey”, coined a few decades ago by 
Joseph Campbell. Based on this pattern, an individual called on an adventure becomes the Hero 
who enters into the Unknown World, goes through a series of trials, faces the great ordeal (the 
bottom of the abyss), and finally emerges triumphant, returning to the Known World having 
acquired the holy grail of inner knowledge. The concept is identifiable in all stories, myths, and 
tales: yet, its two-dimensional, cyclical representation may be misleading, as it guides the hero 
back to the same starting point – the old reality – despite the change achieved in the meantime. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
  

The Circular 
Frame
This frame recognized 
your Journey and frames 
it in a circular paradigm.



 

Aristotle offered another version of the journey, defining it as “the tragic plot”, according to which 
the process is not cyclical but rather Λ-shaped, with a climax and a subsequent decline. 
 

 
Coetzee preferred a third version, the “drama frame,” represented by a U-shaped line that starts 
with the challenge, declines into a crisis and hits rock-bottom before rising up again, this time 
not returning to the starting point but evolving, following the forward movement that is inherent 
in any true Anabasis. After all, an Anabasis is not a story with a crisis but the story beyond the 
crisis. It touches on the subtle difference between concepts like Seasons and Timing, 
or Chronos and Kairos, for although the typical cycles of life present an observable seasonality, 
some events – much like the pandemic – come only once in a lifetime and demand that we rise 
to the occasion. 
 



 

 
 
The main challenge faced during an Anabasis stems from ourselves. Often, we tend to clutch to 
an illusion of transformation rather than having the courage to achieve veritable change. Despite 
our good intentions to transform, we end up repeating the same patterns, perhaps with only 
slight differences (“same same, but different” as the Thai people say), as the addictive familiarity 
of the status quo ultimately hinders our advancement. It feels easier sticking to an established 
reality, even if it is sorely flawed, rather than willingly accepting the uncertainty of the unknown. 
Still, this lack of courage – our frequent resistance to answering the proverbial “call for adventure” 
– comes at a price and provokes pain emanating from our regret over the things not done: a kind 
of pain which is insidious and much more devastating than the one caused by the sacrifice of 
situations, processes, mechanisms, and actions that belong to our known reality. 
 
The recent pandemic not only challenged the methods and procedures we have been using so 
far but also the values we had chosen to adopt. Suddenly, words that always sounded nice but 
were quickly forgotten in the course of everyday life acquired a new meaning and a significance 
we had failed to see before. Humility and empathy overshadowed arrogance and selfish 
indifference. Knowing how people are doing became as important as knowing what they do. A 
willingness for collaboration formed unexpected, even outlandish, partnerships, and we 
accepted that together we are stronger than when standing alone. Being resourceful is more 
meaningful than having resources, and communicating is crucial for bringing clarity in times of 
uncertainty. Ultimately, the combination of all the above urged us towards finding new purposes 
to give value to our existence, as the mere choice of rising from the abyss turns into an 
empowering experience that paves the way towards personal transformation.  
 
The path of personal transformation, bumpy and uncomfortable as it may be, follows a series of 
discernable steps. Invariably it starts with self-awareness: the wake-up call, the understanding 



 

that what used to be a valid and efficient strategy turned over time into an obsolete, even 
hazardous, approach. It takes honesty and courage to face this step, for it questions the person 
we have decided to become given our previous choices. Sometimes, self-awareness comes by 
necessity forced by a sudden loss or a catastrophe like the pandemic; other times, it is facilitated 
by the ones dear to us or by trusted, like-minded peers who have the insights to shake us off our 
slumber, nudging us forward. 
 
After the much-coveted self-awareness, one often assumes that action is the reasonable next 
step. Still, this assumption is faulty, jeopardizing the success of the process, for, between self-
awareness and action, there are three additional critical steps that should not be overlooked. 
 
The first one is detachment: perhaps the most crucial phase in the process. One needs to objectify 
one’s thoughts and observe a situation with neutrality and objectivity before moving to the 
following steps: reframing and vision. A clear, unbiased mindset offers the necessary clarity to 
determine one’s repositioning, define the revised vision and, then – only then – proceed with a 
course of action which, now, will be relevant and efficient. 

 
 
 
Based on our courage to face our fear, the whole process invites us to take a risk – a leap of faith 
into the unknown – and rise higher. Courage does not imply the absence of fear; rather, it is the 
willingness to take action in spite of fear. The journey should not be mistaken for an easy one, as 
it often seems lonely, causing feelings of separation. The catalyst, though, in turning isolation into 
meaningful solitude and, in the process, finding a sense of enlightenment is forgiveness – more 
often than not, towards ourselves. Forgiveness does not change the past but offers an 
opportunity to change the future. In the process, it paves the way to serenity and facilitates the 



 

stage of detachment, revealing the attachments that do not serve us anymore, allowing us to 
discover the treasures that will ultimately enrich our lives. 
 
At the dawn of the post-pandemic era, as we crave to return to some state of normalcy, we 
should pause – like a Hero – at the threshold and acknowledge this once-in-a-lifetime 
opportunity towards meaningful change that sprouts from our shared challenges and 
achievements. As we re-think, re-define, and co-create the future both on a personal and 
business level, we are asked to ponder on the Anabasis process we went through, rise to the 
uncertainty, envision the future not as it was but as we want it to be, and take action in spite of 
fear. After all, as Nelson Mandela pointed out, “it always looks impossible until it is done”.  

 
Delving deeper 
 
To gain further insight, it is worth delving into the details revealed during a lively discussion 
between Coetzee and the participants, most of which echoed our natural discomfort when faced 
with the unknown. 
 
Amid the uncertainty, how do you know the right way up? 
 
One can never know what is the right path to follow when on a crossroad. Perhaps there is no 
single correct path; the outcome ultimately depends on the individual’s intentions, tenacity, and 
passion. However, a certain amount of trust is required, for the levels of certainty and guarantee 
that we may desire are unattainable. Uncertainty is here to stay. That was always the case; the 



 

recent pandemic only made it more apparent and helped us flex the muscle in dealing with it. 
Instead of fearing and resisting uncertainty, it is better to welcome it like an old friend, along 
with fear and doubt. They should not dictate the rules in our lives, but they should be 
acknowledged; otherwise, they keep returning, like shadows from the past, each time more 
menacing and formidable than before. 
 
It is worth remembering, though, that in this process, one is never alone. There is a better 
probability of success when connecting with like-minded people who share a similar, collective 
experience. For example, the CEO Clubs represents such a safe space within which an individual 
can find the strength and support needed to experiment with the unknown. 
 
When facing a dilemma, how do you make the final decision, and how do you guarantee it is the 
right one? 
 
The best way to move forward is to follow the 5-step approach described above. Start with self-
awareness, move to detachment, then reframing, vision, and, finally, action. 
 
There is no best way to achieve detachment; it depends on the individual. One way may be 
journaling, as it allows the externalization of the inner conversation and recognition of the 
thoughts so that they can be sent them away without judgement. Other ways include meditation, 
confession – for those among us of a stronger religious disposition – or a coach/therapist. 
However, one should not do this alone. There is a certain level of courage needed when sharing 
one’s vulnerability with someone else, and it is this inner bravery that finally incites the process. 
 
Once detachment is achieved, inner clarity inevitably follows, so the following steps – reframing, 
vision, and action – become less ambiguous and more straightforward than before. 
 
What prevents us from courage? 
 
Doubt is the most decisive saboteur in the process of a courageous transformation. We may 
experience doubt towards the object of our attention (the situation or process we want to 
change), others, or ourselves.  
 
However, doubt is an invitation to go deeper. Learning to doubt the doubt is more constructive 
for us, rather than resisting it. 
 
Our courage reserves get quickly depleted when we are alone. Something magical happens when 
we allow to surround ourselves with other, like-minded and supportive people. Lack of courage 
usually means that we have put ourselves in a restrictive state of isolation.  
 
It is worth remembering that courage is our willingness to have a different relationship with fear. 
After all, fear is here to merely alert us, not shut us down. With the proper support, fear ultimately 
dissolves into the shadows from which it derives. 



 

 
In the business world, we frequently talk today about the “new normal”. Yet, it sounds much like 
the old one. How do we move to a new reality? 
 
People indeed prefer to conform and return to the status quo familiar to them – even if it is 
obsolete. However, resisting this tendency will only increase it. The key is to acknowledge the 
need for so-called normalcy, and by validating it, the resistance softens, allowing the next steps 
to be more manageable. However, one should make sure that the momentum of change that has 
been building up does not dissolve into thin air. Action should be taken within a short period 
while the memory of the pandemic’s impact is still fresh so that the envisioned change is finally 
implemented. 
 

 
 
 


