
FOUNDER AS MARTYR & 
MISSIONARY 

Whereas meaningless work breeds boredom and misery, meaningful work has its own 
risks. Defined by such an outpour of passion and emotion, your “dream job” comes 
with the threat of emotional burnout. People who believe in what they do—be they 
doctors or paramedics, teachers or politicians, religious leaders or civil servants, bus 
drivers or deep-sea divers—are the ones who truly impact the world around them.  

These are true Guardians. They are the ones who give it their all. The only catch is this: 
they must ensure that this “all” is never completely used up, or else they’ll give up.  

It’s dangerous if they are serving others and making the world a better place only 
because they feel they should or have to. Mastering a profession demands value and 
excellence, yet a vocation (your “calling”) is that which involves your spirit. These 
Guardians may enhance their skills and make an incredible impact by doing 
something that’s necessary, and with great proficiency, but they often act out of duty 
or a sense of responsibility. Their drive is rarely sustainable since there is minimal joy 
or wealth to be had when merely satisfying a sense of obligation.  

Thus the Guardians become Martyrs. 

 

Defining the Martyr 
Work martyrs… making the rest of us look bad since they stepped into the office.  

You know the type; maybe you are the type. These are the folks who skip lunch, come 
in early and pull late hours, believe that sick leave is blasphemous, never use their 
vacation days, and have a habit of emailing updates to coworkers at 4 a.m. (because 
“while you were sleeping…”).  

Model employees? Devoted CEOs? Exemplary workaholics? 

Not exactly.  

Ironically, work martyrdom undermines a cooperative work culture and can promote 
stress, unproductivity, and resentment. It’s promoted in part by economic trends; in 
precarious industries and times, we’re willing to make sacrifices to prove we’re useful 
and indispensable to the business. There’s also a growing social trend that validates 
and celebrates “busyness”, forcing us to worry more about our status than our 
results. And then the third scenario: we truly do believe in and love what we do, but 
we’ve become so obsessed that we’ve lost all sense of balance. We sacrifice other 
things that matter, losing parts of ourselves until we risk losing all of ourselves. This 
imbalance is reflected in our martyrdom. It’s often obvious to others long before it 



becomes obvious to us.  

The martyr doesn’t always look like a burnout with a thousand-yard stare. All may 
appear well. Sometimes Founders are so busy convincing others that they are A-Okay, 
they begin to believe their own baloney. They ignore the fact that, internally, they are 
falling apart. They don’t notice they’ve trapped themselves in a cage (albeit self-made, 
and maybe gilded). Yet even when things seem to be progressing smoothly, when the 
aspects of a task begin to seem routine, don’t be fooled. If there is no internal 
dialogue, no self-knowledge, and no introspection, the risk of a breakdown is 
imminent. Before you know it, it’s crept up on you to switch off the generator that is 
your brain.  

Wondering where you lie on the martyr scale? Here’s a checklist by Dr. Nathan 
Anthony from The Insight Network. See if any of the following sound familiar. 

ý I reply to non-urgent emails after work, during weekends, or on holiday. 
ý I cannot work late without telling at least one other colleague about it. 
ý I’m less productive during the day because I’m tired from working late. 
ý I feel a lot of workplace pressure to prove myself indispensable. 
ý I need constant positive feedback in order to get on with my job. 
ý I sometimes feel that imperfections in my colleagues’ work can reflect 

badly on me.  
ý There are incidents in my past—either in an old job or at school—where I 

feel I’ve been overlooked or treated dismissively. 
ý I feel lost when I’m not “busy” all the time. 
ý I feel I am under constant pressure to take on more work. 
ý I sometimes feel excluded or dismissed at work. 

 
If you can strongly relate to 7 or more of these points, it’s time to take a step back. 
Reevaluate where you stand and what your purpose is. You’ve fallen into the trap of 
martyrdom, either consciously or inadvertently.  

You’re the only person who can get yourself out. Let me show you how. 

 

A Matter of Priorit ies 
How does a breakthrough crumple into a breakdown?  

Founders are often devoted individuals. They usually take great care to cater to the 
needs of their employees and customers, positioning them at the level of family 
(sometimes higher) while completely neglecting their own personal needs and desires. 
Though they arguably “reign” at the top of the professional chain, they believe that 
they exist purely to serve others. They argue that their lives become worthy only by 
providing meaningful service to the rest of humanity.  

While this holds much truth, it’s only part of the equation. The rest of the equation—



their personal happiness and wellbeing—is scratched out. Through the process of 
customer discovery, model validation, and product market fit, you’ve neglected to ask 
what sort of life you are truly looking for. You forget—or never think to ask—what you 
seek to build, with whom, and why. 

As a result? The entire equation becomes unequal. Things become unbalanced. 
Variables fall through holes. If unchecked, everything falls apart. “The customer 
comes first!” your advisors bark.  

Yes—just as long as you’re alive and well enough to cater to the customer, don’t you 
think?  

Over time, a singular and relentless pursuit of creating value for the customer erodes 
the Founder Virtue. The original purpose of the venture fades out. The jigsaw pieces of 
Founder/Market break apart. The missionary has become the economy’s mercenary, a 
prelude to martyr. 

At that point, you feel the emptiness. You may have become the talk of the town, the 
envy or model of many, and yet you feel trapped. You may not realize what’s wrong at 
first, or why it has happened. Initially it just might feel that the novelty of the venture 
is gone. But really, it’s the joy that’s been extinguished. The sense of purpose and joie 
de vivre is missing. It’s the same as with anything meaningful in life. A relationship 
dissolves when you stop working for it. The magic disappears when you stop believing 
in magic.  

The question is… can a breakdown transcend into a breakthrough?  

Yes. It can. But you need to tunnel your way out. 

This is not a problem that you can grit your teeth against and blast through. You 
cannot reinforce the castle walls if the foundation is loose. Nor will the problem go 
away by itself. The more you build upon those faulty walls, the more likely and 
catastrophic the impending damage. Like weightlifting with a damaged muscle, you 
will only make things worse.  

You break through by being honest with yourself. You begin immediately. Who are 
you? What do you want? What do you need? How can you attain it? If you want 
something you’ve never had, you must do something you’ve never done… so what is it 
that needs doing? 

“If you want something you’ve never had, you must be willing to do 
something you’ve never done.” –Thomas Jefferson 

By changing ourselves, we inevitably affect our personal ecosystem: the environment 
around us and the people closest to us (from whom we may face opposition). Change 
is a scary unknown; there are very few maps for these personalized stormy waters. 
Most people don’t know where to begin or from whom to seek help. They may end up 
switching up all kinds of elements around them before realizing that real change 
begins from within.  



To be off-kilter from your internal compass of morals and meaning is like spending an 
entire day without shifting your posture. It might seem trivial those first few seconds 
or minutes, but soon you won’t be comfortable in your own skin—literally. Feelings of 
dysphoria and dread and pain emerge. What begins as a dull ache results in a burning 
necessity to move or die. Yet we often ignore these aches, be they metaphorical or 
literal, neglecting them until they become life-threatening. I built my own nest, after 
all, you reason. It’s my fault that I fashioned a trap, isn’t it? Isn’t it expected that I 
make our bed and lie in it… till death do us part? (Check your ego at the door.) 

You know how the stories with martyrs always end? Death. They’re not called martyrs 
if they don’t die for their cause. Shifting from martyr to missionary, sometimes you 
manage to save yourself in the nick of time. You shut the company down and walk 
away; you sell out hurriedly; you go bananas; you ditch your friends, start an affair, or 
move to China. A pole shift occurs in which the Founder remains standing, but 
everything around you is thrown into disarray.  

In the end, you yank the rug from under your own two feet. 

 

Eating an Elephant 
A company is a black hole of resources—time, money, attention, and emotional 
investment—and if you take your eye off the ball for a second, disaster may occur. 
You cannot afford personal crises while serving at the helm. Disaster is practically 
pre-determined unless you make time and mind-space to reconnect with your 
innermost self. Yet you must not become so preoccupied with finding success that the 
rest of your life is miserably put on pause (this itself is a state of failure). Moments of 
pain are part of life, but chronic pain or discomfort is a red flag. Take a long, hard look 
at the costs versus benefits of continuing. 

Stay on course by continually realigning your actions, your strategies, and your social 
circle. Make mistakes and learn from them. Learn about others and about yourself. 
Experiment in order to find the balance which will keep both you and your business 
intact. If you can master this, you have a good chance of entering the pantheon of the 
greatest entrepreneurs. 

Top artists in the music and entertainment industry know how essential flexibility is 
for honing and maintaining their craft and reputation. Superstars from Madonna to 
Johnny Depp know that they must constantly reinvent themselves in order to stay at 
the top of their game and inside their audience’s minds. These stars succeed because 
they’ve learned to embrace changes and challenges… while never losing sight of their 
core identity and purpose.  

You don’t need to burn out before taking a step back. In fact, you shouldn’t. Take little 
breaks. Take weekends off. Work 9-5 weekdays if it suits you. You’ll have folks who 
scoff at you and say that anything less than a 60-hour workweek won’t cut it. But their 
schedule doesn’t have to be yours. Sustainability is key, so have fun, dawdle, get and 



give massages, and reserve time for friends, family, and significant others. Don’t 
forget the little things that are in fact the big things.  

Your human capital is the most important and most steadfast asset that you have. 
Many entrepreneurs never attain sustainable success because they learn to earn big 
bucks in the corporate world at the cost of losing themselves. Don’t be a martyr to the 
abundance of money or to the lack of money. A basic level of security and comfort is 
essential for your mental, physical, emotional, and spiritual wellbeing. Yet there is 
equal danger in losing yourself in the obsession of abundance. Live simply and invest 
in yourself, and you’ll always find the means to thrive. Like compound interest, 
compound development in your self is an ongoing process which inevitably pushes 
you into a different league… 
 
So get enough sleep. Exercise. Breathe. Eat well. Don’t be cheap with your health, 
unless you want to be cheap with your lifespan and life quality. Your needs are too 
important to compromise. Without you, remember, your mission is meaningless. On a 
personal and professional scale, others depend on you, and you foremost depend on 
yourself. You’re #1, the protagonist of your life. If you need to drop everything and 
walk away to preserve your sanity, do it. Walk away. Let no-one or nothing—yourself 
included—goad you into an asylum or an early grave.  

Without you, remember, your mission is meaningless. 

This quest for finding or realigning your purpose is a challenging road. A Founder lives 
in the moment and yet never loses sight of the big picture. You must practice patience 
and plan for long-term results. Commit to a voyage of 5-10 years if you want to map a 
course of sustainable success. It isn’t easy. The majority of even those who invest that 
time will not make it to the journey’s end. But the fight is worth it.  

You know this, otherwise you would not be reading this book. 

Do you know how to you eat an elephant? One bite at a time. All great 
accomplishments tend to appear impossible initially, yet they take on the illusion of 
triviality once we’ve finished them. We forget the pain and struggle we endured, and 
that we survived, grew, and are even now propelling ourselves ahead. 

Look at your track record. Give yourself a pat on the back. You’ve got 100% success 
rate of survival so far.  

	


