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For Nathan



“Without deviation from the norm, progress is not possible.”
 – Frank Zappa

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

- Joseph Campbell



INTRODUCTION

Ancient texts and recent discoveries suggest that human 
civilization had once advanced to levels nearly as high as our 

own—maybe every bit as high. The records are spotty, but information 
patterns are emerging to reveal that we have likely “been here before.”

Then, it would appear, something happened. It seems possible 
that an extremely advanced worldwide civilization came crashing 
down in an apocalypse so thorough and widespread that it nearly 
erased all memory of what had been.

Nearly.
Fragments of those memories are resurfacing now as we approach 

another zenith in human progress. As the puzzle pieces show up in 
mysterious and timely ways, we are forced to ask questions about 
who we are, what we are doing, and if maybe … just maybe … this 
time could be different.

Among these hints and shadows of what might have come before, 
one warning stands out—when humans create a world that is wildly 
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out of sync with the laws of nature, disaster strikes as an inevitable 
rebalancing occurs.

We have created such a world and we have done so with blinding 
speed and momentum. It is almost as if the ant pile got kicked over 
tens of thousands of years ago, leaving just a few behind to rebuild 
things in the wake of some disaster. But, like ants do, we did rebuild, 
and the world that we have created seems to be reaching the tipping 
point once again.

The world’s religions and ancient wisdom traditions have various 
stories about what might have happened “back then”—great floods, 
a giant meteorite strike, a human-created technological disaster that 
may have involved worldwide conflict that ended in a nuclear-style 
bang, or some invasion from external cosmic forces. 

The specifics are not clear and I am not willing to speculate about 
any particular story. In fact, as Joseph Campbell once said, “Literalism 
is idolatry.” To get wound up in details and chase around trying to 
prove or disprove everything would merely block us from seeing a 
pattern of information that is emerging and begs for our attention.

This information suggests that when humans unconsciously 
create, create, create out of fight-or-flight reaction to the forces 
of nature (and each other) in an effort to secure our own safety, 
we ultimately develop a lopsided, out-of-balance situation that is 
doomed to implode.

Part of the challenge with this line of thinking is that if you look 
back over the course of progress for all of history as we know it, the 
way we have done it makes sense. We used our rational, process-
and-judgment oriented minds to solve the problems of survival on 
this harsh little planet. To a large degree, we invented our way out of 
hardship and out of a position of being victims to the caprice of nature. 
We have running water; predictable food supplies; solid houses that 
protect us from the wind, rain, snow, and sun; air conditioning; and 
all manner of machines that are supposed to make our lives much 
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easier. Most of us don’t live in caves. From that perspective, what we 
have built is practical and logical. It makes sense.

But there is a deep sense of anxiety that pervades our entire 
civilizaton right now. Something is not right. All of our machines 
and finely-tuned processes and the massive acceleration of life’s pace 
are starting to sound and feel a lot like a poorly loaded washing 
machine that goes “whomp … whomp … whomp … whomp-
whomp-WHOMP-WHOMP-WHOMMMMP!” when the spin cycle 
takes off.

Something doesn’t feel right. Something is telling us that there 
is imbalance in the world, perhaps as a result of all of our advances.

The “something” doesn’t make sense, which is why we have a hard 
time paying attention to it. We have idolized the scientific method 
and the rational process to such a degree that anything trying to 
speak to us from the irrational or the symbolic is easy to ignore. It 
also makes us uneasy with its persistent way of appearing at the edges 
of our awareness like shadow presences that flit in the corners of our 
eyes but disappear as soon as we look directly at them.

This something is what might be called Soul—the vast aspect of 
us that dwells outside the boundaries of reason and communicates 
using strange symbols, intuitive nudges, impulses of desire, dreams, 
and unnamable (but insatiable) longings. It speaks in stories and 
music and paintings and sculptures. It hides messages in songs and 
clues in poetry. It runs down our cheeks in tears when something 
deeply true is said. It steps invisibly into plain sight when we walk 
into wild places where our cell phones don’t work.

We inhabit a clanking, rusty machine world that we have all built 
together down through the course of these many, many generations. 
It has a shiny modern exterior, but the insides are dry as a desert and 
we are exhausted by the demand to keep it all running no matter 
what.

We, the world, want our soul back. We are parched for it. We are 
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starving for it. We are also afraid that to pursue it means giving up 
everything we have built along the way. 

We believe that this is a sucker’s choice—either-or. 
But there is an “and” option—a third way. In our binary-

dominated world, it is all too easy to notice just on/off, black/white, 
yes/no. We need more options. We are being asked by the times in 
which we live to find a middle road—some way to navigate out of the 
tired old ruts.

This middle road is often crooked and narrow. Carlos Castaneda 
called it “the path with heart.” Joseph Campbell taught us to find it 
when he said, “Follow your bliss.” One of Carl Jung’s clients, troubled 
by the looming state of things, asked him, “Dr. Jung, can the world 
escape an apocalypse?” Jung replied, “If enough people do their 
inner work.” He was describing the great journey of individual soul 
excavation—and this book is meant to be a signpost along the road 
of that adventure. 

A group of people has traveled this path since before time as 
we know it began. I call them the Blessed Weird people. They have 
been the keepers of offbeat wisdom throughout history. I say offbeat 
because what they have been doing has rarely followed the normal 
trajectory of progress.

Before the machine age took hold, these creative “weird people” 
held a special place and were cared for by wealthy patrons because 
what they did was considered essential to human well-being. They 
were part of the avant-garde, leading the forward edge of progress 
with their paintings, poems, sculptures, symphonies, and inventions. 
Not all of them were the sequestered beneficiaries of the powerful, 
though. Looking back, there was a time when many artists were not 
widely separated from those who created practical things. They were 
often the same people. 

Artisans once crafted every utilitarian implement of life—the 
saddles and dishes and saltboxes and forks and armor and blankets 



JACOB NORDBY

5

and everything else. That was before we invented ways to produce the 
goods we need in factories. Art was intertwined with life. Artisans 
and craftspeople burned, stamped, or carved brands and trademarks 
into what they had made with their own hands as marks of pride 
in their work. The things they produced to be used in everyday life 
meant something both to those who made them and those who 
purchased them in ways that can’t be easily understood by modern 
consumers who fill our houses and garages and storage units with 
stuff made by people in some faraway place and to whom we have no 
connection. 

My youngest brother Andrew and I talk about these things all the 
time and he recently told me, “Art is what happens when we have time 
for something other than basic survival.” Weird people have always 
been the ones who paid attention to the beauty that they felt inside 
and tried to do something with it after the rock-bottom demands of 
existence were met. They couldn’t help it because, to them, expressing 
the song of their soul was as critical as food, water, or shelter. 

Weird people’s place in society eroded slowly at first (then later 
quite rapidly) as more and more of the creative value was shifted to 
those who would pour their prodigious energies into designing the 
conveyor belts, steam engines, time clocks, and all manner of widget 
producers. Over time, we began to push the offbeat ones to slums and 
alleys where they could pursue their impractical passions and not 
represent speed bumps on the path of progress. Whereas they once 
beautified the human experience and were valued for their work, 
they became the anachronisms—grit in the gears—and were ignored 
at best or persecuted and killed at worst.

I have been given the task to redefine the word “weird” and 
demonstrate that Blessed Weird people are not crazy, hunched-over 
outcasts who must survive by picking through trash to find crusts of 
bread discarded by normal people. In fact, we are an honorable tribe 
with deep, ancient roots, and our time on earth has come.
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Throughout the pages of this book, I will use the pronouns “we” 
and “they” because we will witness examples of those artists-of-life 
who stand out for how they found what was real in themselves and 
brought it forth into the world—and find ourselves looking in the 
mirror they hold up. We will realize that we are they and vice versa. 
Little by little, we will chip away at the barrier between our own 
everyday selves—the ones who go to work and pay bills and can’t 
find time to create—and those who did it down through history and 
are doing it right now, today.

In other words, whatever renaissances have happened in the 
past, we are living right in the middle of a new one—and the greatest 
of its kind the world has ever seen. You and I have been handed the 
massive gift and responsibility of a time on earth unlike any that has 
come before.

We are the richest of all rich kids in the history of the world. Now 
it is time to do something with all that wealth.

Success in this brave new era does not look like success as it has 
always been defined before—and neither does failure.

The only success now is living and creating a work-of-art life: 
unique, rich with meaning, naked of anything we don’t care about, 
and ruthless about carving out something absolutely real from a 
world that has gorged itself on fakeness and become critically ill from 
it.

The only failure now is pulling back from that quest because of 
fear.

In this new renaissance, the highest-value currency is not money 
or faster machines; it is the ability to see and see and keep seeing 
the world through different eyes—and then do something with the 
unique way you see it. That’s because the world you saw as a child is 
not the one we see today. Your ability to rapid-blink, shift perspective, 
dance forward, sideways, and back as needed, and catch-as-catch-
can in a time of tsunami force change has never been more critical. 
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The new renaissance is loaded with paradox. The world has never 
been safer and more dangerous, more exciting and soul-strangling 
boring, stupider and more stunningly intelligent all at the same time 
than it is at this very moment. This means that the only way to survive 
the current wave and come out with anything worth having intact is 
to claim our birthright as creators.

Being creative is the only way we can ever feel fulfilled in life. 
This means turning our lives into unique works of art that reflect 
our desires and passions. It also means marching to the beat of our 
own drum. This book celebrates the weird ones who teach us to do 
that—who show us that it is not only possible but is also critical to 
our own survival.

I have this hypothesis about creativity. People who fill the space of 
their lives with their own creations tend to live longer, have more sex, 
and actually improve life on this planet without that even necessarily 
being their agenda. I offer this thought by Anais Nin as Exhibit A in 
my case: “When you make a world tolerable for yourself, you make a 
world tolerable for others.”

Now it’s time to meet the heretics, the rebel magicians, the 
reluctant heroes, and everyone else in the creative tribe to which you 
can give yourself permission to belong if you so choose. My purpose 
in telling their stories (and bits of mine) is to hold up a mirror in 
which you can meet the gaze of your own genius self and witness 
the longing in your soul’s eyes to express itself with all the color and 
passion and rebel pleasure that is your truest nature.
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Beatitudes for the Weird

Blessed are the weird people
—poets, misfits, writers, mystics

heretics, painters & troubadours—
for they teach us to see the world through different eyes

Blessed are those who embrace the intensity of life’s pain and pleasure,
for they shall be rewarded with uncommon ecstasy.

Blessed are ye who see beauty in ugliness,
for you shall transform our vision of how the world might be.

Blessed are the bold and whimsical,
for their imagination shatters ancient boundaries of fear for us all.

Blessed are ye who are mocked for unbridled expression 
of love in all its forms,

because your kind of crazy is exactly that freedom 
for which the world is unconsciously begging.

Blessed are those who have endured breaking by life,
for they are the resplendent cracks through which the light shines.
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CHAPTER
ONE

Listen to Your Heart

I was born with a hole in my heart. A heart murmur.
That healed before I started walking upright, but what never 

changed was a great openness to life that has often left me wondering 
how it is possible to live in a world that is better suited to those who 
understand its closed games better than I. In fact, I never felt very 
savvy or world-wise. I often revealed too much, was too honest, or 
placed myself in awkward situations that those with more savoir-
faire around me would never have risked. It would not surprise me at 
all to learn that you know exactly what I am talking about.

This is the place where Blessed Are the Weird was conceived and 
born—this confusion of love and beauty and vulnerable, (sometimes 
crazy) all-in plunges into life. When I first wrote the phrase “blessed 
are the weird people…” in 2012, I had no idea that the Fates were 
handing me a drum and that it would become my job to beat it.

So I share these words, which are the drumbeats of my own heart, 
with those of you who have always seen the world through different 



BLESSED ARE THE WEIRD

10

eyes and who have the “gift of not fitting in.” I write this to you who 
have a depth of feeling and a not-sureness about exactly how to 
express it, because you have tried and have often felt misunderstood 
for your way of being here.

Think of this book as an evolving thumbprint of me, which, if it 
does its job, will give you a permission slip that you don’t really need 
from anyone (but sometimes still want anyway) to be yourself more 
deeply than ever. It is also an invitation to trust that your quest to find 
your place as yourself is not a dead end road.

This is an invitation to come sit with me beside my gypsy 
campfire out here under the vast sky full of stars. Let’s listen to our 
hearts beating and tell lies that are truer than truth and feel again the 
electric throb of whatever great creative Force crackles through our 
veins at times like this. Let’s remember the joy of being here and the 
magic of what might be possible if enough of us are once again free.

From my own wide-broken-open heart to yours, my Blessed 
Weird tribemates, I offer you this invitation to revive and deepen our 
commitment to see the world through different eyes. This is our call 
to live out the vision of how our own worlds might be, and, in so 
doing, make the whole thing better for everyone.

Where it all begins, I cannot say, this sense of being a stranger 
in a world full of people who seem to belong in it. All I know is that 
some of us are not like the others—something in us doesn’t fit.

Most of us start to know this in early childhood when we run 
to our mother or father or a friend with some idea—some way of 
expressing what we feel—and watch them pull away. Their faces close 
like shutters, leaving us lonely and afraid that we have done something 
wrong. We learn to hide and lie about our true selves because what 
felt like treasure turned out to be dangerous or of little value. These 
moments are scattered through our childhood, each stealing a piece 
of our innocence, leaving in its place a wounded patch of flesh now 
covered in armor. We learn to protect ourselves, to act normal and 
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turn down our light.
We soon find ourselves on a great conveyor belt that carries us 

into the steel-geared maw of a machine designed to turn us into 
human widgets. In the classroom and on the playground, we are 
taught what is valuable and we quickly learn that being curious and 
sensitive are not rewarded by the teachers or our peers. The ones who 
get ahead are the savvy ones. They are cool and sharp and hard, like 
racks of kitchen knives. They are suited to this place, and they slide 
into their slots as if born to them.

But some of us are awkwardly honest and passionate and 
interested, tender in odd places, gifted and cursed to feel everything 
deeply. And yet feeling is power and energy and currency. How we 
experience life is important. It matters and bears in itself codes and 
symbols the world needs us to unlock. Who you are, as yourself, is 
treasure. Those parts of you—the parts that make your insides quiver 
in case anyone ever saw who you really are—those parts are what the 
world needs right now.

The bad news is that there is no easy fix for this feeling of 
otherness that has stuck to our skin like a birthmark for as long as 
we can remember. 

The good news is that learning to embrace this about ourselves is 
what allows us to find genius in the anomalous beauty of ourselves. 
In other words, you don’t need to undo what makes you different.

As Robert McCammon said in his book, Boy’s Life: 

“When I was twelve years old, the world was my magic lantern, and 
by its green spirit glow I saw the past, the present, and into the future. 
You probably did too; you just don’t recall it. See, this is my opinion: we 
all start out knowing magic. We are born with whirlwinds, forest fires, 
and comets inside us. We are born able to sing to birds and read the 
clouds and see our destiny in grains of sand. But then we get the magic 
educated right out of our souls. We get it churched out, spanked out, 
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washed out, and combed out. We get put on the straight and narrow 
and told to be responsible. Told to act our age. Told to grow up, for 
God’s sake. And you know why we were told that? Because the people 
doing the telling were afraid of our wildness and youth, and because the 
magic we knew made them ashamed and sad of what they’d allowed to 
wither in themselves.”

Children are the weirdest of all humans—before we condition 
and domesticate them into the norms of society. Go watch a child. 
Study her. See how she makes expressive faces without any concern 
about seeming strange or awkward? See how her eyes are wide, wide 
open to see everything because so much of her world is still new 
and undefined? Listen as she asks tough, honest questions until 
some grownup tells her to hush. Watch as she paints the sky of her 
mind with magic and imagination—how anything and everything is 
possible still.

Ursula K. Le Guin said, “The creative adult is the child who has 
survived.” That survival is exactly what we are talking about here. We 
are handed the keys to our own kingdoms again when we recover 
the tramped-down abilities of the inner child to see and imagine and 
create.

What’s interesting to me about any of us is not how well we can 
dance like puppets on a string. I only want to know what is real, what 
is true, and what cannot be ignored. Everything else is a waste of time, 
which is the same as saying it is a waste of life. There is something 
that is at once inevitable and at the same time infinitely easy to avoid. 
That thing is why we are here. It is the North Star that has guided 
our lives to this point, no matter how far off the path we might have 
wandered at times. It is the sense of purpose and destiny that wakes 
us up at night and begs us to pay attention. That thing is the call of 
Soul.

In every age on earth, there have been people who were not like 
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the others. Strange among their peers, bold in their ideas, always 
willing to see the world through different eyes, and to do something 
about the visions that they saw. Restless, colorful, mystical, and 
disruptive, these people could not be ignored. They were the seers, 
the storytellers, the dream weavers, the troublemakers, and the 
heretics. These weird people led insurrections against the forces 
of stupidity and petrification. Their songs and poems, writings, 
paintings, parables, and inventions kept the human spirit alive during 
the darkest ages.

The word “weird” was once “wyrd,” which has strong ties to the 
ideas of fate and destiny. The modern connotation of weird developed 
from the Middle English use of Weird Sisters for the three Fates or 
Norns in Norse mythology, the goddesses who controlled human 
destiny as they cared for great Yggdrasil (the World Tree from 
which everything springs and correlates with Tree of Life symbols in 
many other cultures). They were portrayed as odd or frightening in 
appearance, as in Shakespeare’s Macbeth, which led to the meaning 
“odd-looking, uncanny,” first used this way around 1815. 
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Understood this way, being weird ties in with an ancient sense 
of destiny. Weird people today are tapping these mythical impulses 
in our pursuit of what is urgent, irrepressible, and passionate within 
us—and this, as it turns out, is a destiny quest. We are hearing the 
long-forgotten whispers of the Fates, who seek to remind us moderns 
that we, although strange at times, are following the path of our own 
purpose when we heed these voices.

This whole book is meant as an invitation to embark upon a 
treasure hunt, because treasure is what we bear within us and there is 
no greater tragedy than to live and die without ever finding it. But it 
is not enough to know that we are different or that there were others 
like us down through the ages of history. What I care about sharing 
with you is a quest to do something with this knowledge. Otherwise, 
we can all just nod our heads, say, “…yep, it ain’t easy to be me,” and 
slog through the dark swamp of our lives hoping to find a bit of solid 
ground on which to stand now and then. That’s not good enough. We 
deserve better. We were born in a special era, with important gifts. 
These gemstones of our nature may be buried under a lot of layers. 
We may have hidden them from the gaze of the world—and even 
from ourselves except in the most private moments—but they are 
worth every bit of the process required to excavate, cut, and polish 
them into jewels. In fact, the heat and grit and cutting and pressure of 
this process are necessary because we are not dealing with common 
stuff here. 

It is easy to look at those whose lives seem to glide along on 
smooth trajectories and wonder what is wrong with us. It is also easy 
to try to make our feet follow their paths in an effort to be happy 
and successful like them. There is a problem, though. Every time 
we do that, we know somewhere deep inside that we have strayed 
from our own path with heart. No matter how well we might follow 
someone else’s map, something in us silently screams, “You’re a 
fraud!” Nothing is worth that kind of life—not money, not fame, not 
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superficial acceptance. Nothing. 
But it is worth everything to live by our own lights and know for 

sure that we are doing our very own thing in this world. As we do 
this, we dig into the process of redefining success for ourselves. When 
this happens, all of our senses become radically alive and engaged. 
All of those gifts, tools, and perceptions we have hidden before are 
called into service. We are no longer zombies shuffling along to the 
collective drumbeat. Now we are animated, soulful, and dynamically 
collaborating with the universe to create our destiny.

As we look backward in time and learn about the others who 
marched off the beaten path with a scythe and blazed a new trail, we 
gain courage to do likewise. Because we, the Blessed Weird People, 
are our own sort of tribe, flung across the span of history like a loose 
web. Now the web is tightening. We are finding each other, and as 
we do, we are granted vision and strength to keep at the process of 
becoming real—of becoming ourselves.

Speaking of our predecessors for a moment, I really didn’t know 
what I was doing when I first wrote the words that started this thing 
several years ago. They just happened, born from my own sense of 
longing and confusion about how to navigate life in this world.

Blessed are the weird people…
Poets, misfits, writers, mystics, heretics,

Painters, and troubadours…
For they teach us to see the world through different eyes.

At the time, I didn’t know why that troupe of characters showed 
up on the page. I only knew that somehow I was speaking for myself 
and everyone who has ever felt out of place but sure that they had 
something to offer the world if they could just find a way to do it.

In the few years since that time, millions of people around the 
world have taken up this little saying like a battle cry. It surprised 
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me to discover that there are so many of us here who feel this way. 
I felt so alone before. If this book does its job, it will help us all see 
how we are part of a long and honorable heritage of weird people 
who made great contributions to the human story. It will help us 
understand that we are not alone in our quest to make something 
real and valuable of our lives. I can hear the ghost of great painter 
and creative rebel Frida Kahlo whispering to us all, “I used to think 
I was the strangest person in the world, but then I thought there are so 
many people in the world, there must be someone just like me who feels 
bizarre and flawed in the same ways I do. I would imagine her, and 
imagine that she must be out there thinking of me too. Well, I hope that 
if you are out there and read this and know that, yes, it’s true I’m here, 
and I’m just as strange as you.” 

You are not alone.
Oriah Mountain Dreamer, my dear friend and author of the 

powerful book, The Invitation, said, “All dreamers and poets are pirates 
navigating by the stars, raiding the private places of inner worlds for the 
gold hidden there.”

I’ll introduce these artists, leaders, and troublemakers in a 
moment, but before I do, I need to say that most of us are living 
the creative archetypes—either consciously or unconsciously. The 
musicians, writers, heretics, painters, mystics, and troubadours of all 
times are alive within us, struggling to break free. 

This was the case for me. I could feel the kicking of unborn 
creative impulses in me as a child, forcing me into art and reading 
and music, singing and dreaming. I took painting lessons, drew 
constantly, learned the violin, played in an orchestra, acted in school 
plays, and sang in a traveling gospel quartet. Nothing quite stuck 
and I felt frustrated most of the time because this “something” was 
pushing and drumming against the inside of my rib cage. It wouldn’t 
show itself in a way that I could recognize—no distinct outline I 
could identify—so I forced myself out into the world and took on 
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roles that didn’t suit me well but allowed me to pour all that energy 
into something tangible at least. I became a salesman and worked 
jobs for Coca Cola and cell phone companies. I worked in the lower 
intestines of the financial industry for years and started a mortgage 
company that, for a while, provided a creative outlet as I designed 
sales teams, built offices, and wrote business plans for an empire I 
hoped would answer my own deep questions about “why am I here?”

But it wasn’t working. I wasn’t happy. My soul wasn’t saying “yes” 
to the life I had created, but I had no idea what to do about it. 

There was something true, something “me” that I wasn’t able 
to get out. One of my favorite writers as an early teen was L.M. 
Montgomery. What she said describes my experience of entering the 
world almost perfectly: 

“I grew up out of that strange, dreamy childhood of mine and 
went into the world of reality. I met with experiences that bruised my 
spirit - but they never harmed my ideal world. That was always mine 
to retreat into at will. I learned that that world and the real world 
clashed hopelessly and irreconcilably; and I learned to keep them apart 
so that the former might remain for me unspoiled. I learned to meet 
other people on their own ground since there seemed to be no meeting 
place on mine. I learned to hide the thoughts and dreams and fancies 
that had no place in the strife and clash of the market place. I found 
that it was useless to look for kindred souls in the multitude; one might 
stumble on such here and there, but as a rule, it seemed to me that the 
majority of people lived for the things of time and sense alone and could 
not understand my other life. So I piped and danced to other people’s 
piping - and held fast to my own soul as best I could.”

“…and held fast to my own soul as best I could.”

There were many times I felt lost and afraid that the confusing 
voices of the world “out there” and the struggling, urgent mass of 
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what was trying to find its way out from within would never make 
peace with each other.

My heart reaches out to embrace all of us who deal with the 
confusing tension of the call to a renaissance life. We are not one 
thing. We are not one person. We are many and all at the same time. 
Life is not simple or straightforward for those of us who must fight 
to express the many truths of who we are in a world that says, “Just 
pick something and do it.” And you will do it, but not before you 
have realized that you are a diamond of many facets. You have the 
energy to shine in multiple ways and that shining eventually becomes 
a unified, sparkling expression of yourself. 

This is massively liberating. 
Relax into this understanding—nothing is wasted. All of your 

experiences, all of the broken pieces of relationships and half-formed 
careers, everything you are and have been—it may appear to be a 
basket of dusty shards, but come with me now and meet other 
creators so you can see that, somehow, every jagged little piece of you 
will find its place in a kaleidoscope of brilliance if you stay with the 
task of becoming yourself.

And …
That is the only mission great enough to be worthy of who you 

really are.

http://amzn.to/2cLqxNA



