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What follows is my story. But is it a true story, you might ask. 
The story is true insofar as I’m able to recall the events. Of 
course, the thing about trauma is that it fractures time and 
space and, yes, sometimes even memory.

It is by going down into the abyss that we recover the treasures 
of life. Where you stumble, there lies your treasure.

Joseph Campbell

Let me sing to you now, about how people turn into other things.

Richard Powers
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Introduction

Years ago, while I was still the creative director of a megachurch, 
I was invited to speak at a conference on the topic of creativ-
ity. My flight had gotten in late, which meant I was exhausted 
from the travel and very hungry. I checked in to the hotel. ID. 
Credit card. Standard stuff. I then asked if there was any place 
still serving food. The hotel’s restaurant was closed, they told 
me, but there was a decent late- night BBQ place that delivered.

Because the hotel was hosting tomorrow’s conference, the 
lobby was filled with rowdy conference goers, despite the late 
hour.

How did I know?
Lanyards.
You can spot them a mile away.
Even though I love people and love even more the pre- 

conference mingling thing, I was ready for a bit of solitude. I 
put my head down and made a beeline for the elevator, hoping 
to not get—

_Hogan_ExitTheCave_RT_bb.indd   15_Hogan_ExitTheCave_RT_bb.indd   15 7/8/22   11:43 AM7/8/22   11:43 AM

Blaine Hogan, Exit the Cave 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission



16

Introduction

“Blaine! Blaine Hogan!”
— noticed.
“Dude!”
I responded in kind. “Dude! Hey! Yeah. Crazy. So good 

to see you too. Really late. Weather, I think. I’m excited too. 
Pretty decent party down here, huh? Ha. Good one! I’m the 
first speaker though, so don’t stay up too late. Ha! Yep. Well, 
I’m gonna . . . you know. See you tomorrow!”

I made it to my room and soon thereafter had a very deli-
cious dinner. BBQ in the South is always good.

Because I’m no idiot, I’d ordered extra sauce, but just as I was 
about to put my pajamas on, I noticed the leftover sauce was 
becoming a bit pungent. I wouldn’t consider myself a highly 
sensitive person, but the smell started to overwhelm me. And 
I knew that a good night’s sleep was not going to happen if I 
didn’t remove the stench from my room.

I packaged up the leftovers, opened the door to the hallway, 
stepped out, and awkwardly knelt to place the food in the little 
alcove next to my room where housekeeping might easily grab 
it in the morning.

I stood up and turned back to my door— just in time for it 
to slam in my face.

Welp. This was a problem. You see, I didn’t have my key. 
Or a shirt. Or my pajama bottoms. I was standing in only my 
underwear. And I realized I had some very big decisions to 
make. Quickly.

OK. Think. You’re a smart person, Blaine. How do you get 
a key to your room without drawing attention to the fact that 
you’re gallivanting around in your underwear in the hallway 
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of the hotel where you’ll be delivering the keynote talk the next 
morning?

This truly was a riddle that subtlety would not solve. I was 
on the fifth floor, and I walked to the elevators where I’d re-
membered seeing a hotel phone. I called the front desk.

“Hi. Yeah. I . . . uh . . . locked myself out of my room. Blaine 
Hogan. 502. Nope. No. I do not have the extra key on my 
person. I’m sorry— come down to the lobby? You can’t have 
someone come up here? You need to identify me? Sure. Sure. 
That makes total sense. No, we wouldn’t want that. Um. OK. 
I will be . . . right . . . down.”

I called the elevator and prayed no one was in it.
Bong! The door cranked open. It was empty. Success.
I pressed the lobby button and began praying the elevator 

wouldn’t stop before I got there.
Ding! Floor 4.
Ding! Floor 3.
Ding! Floor 2.
Bong!
The door opened, and three people walked in.
No! OK, Blaine, keep your head down. Act normal. Like you’re 

European. Going for a late- night swim. At a hotel that doesn’t have 
a pool.

I glanced up. Lanyards. No!
“Blaine? Blaine Hogan?”
“Hi. Uh, yep. Weird story. I locked myself out of my room. 

And so . . . here is me. Here I am.”
It’s possible that I’ve never felt more humiliated in my life. 

Finally, the elevator door opened to the lobby, which was even 
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Introduction

more crowded by now. Dang, creative conference people really 
know how to party.

Of course, we all know the well- worn advice to the speaker 
who is about to head out onstage: “Just picture everyone naked.” 
But I’m quite certain that no one has ever told the audience to 
picture the speaker nearly nude, parading through the lobby at 
midnight the night before the conference.

Heads were turning. I had to respond before the questions 
began pouring in.

Too late.
“Hi! Hey there! Yep. Crazy. Locked myself out of my room. 

Nope. Didn’t prop it open. Next time, though, for sure! Nope. 
No extra key. I mean, where would I . . . ?”

I finally stood at the front desk. Without pockets to hide 
my sweating hands, I put one on my hip and let the other 
casually rest by my side, as the kind lady on the night shift 
matched my face to my driver’s license photo she’d saved on 
her computer.

“You’re wearing a little more in this photo.” She chuckled.
“Yeah. Well, it was winter when that was taken.”
“One or two keys?”
“Thirty- five, please.”
Clutching a tiny, hotel- branded envelope packed with two 

plastic key cards, I sauntered back the way I’d come. When the 
elevator door opened, I turned to the onlookers, who were still 
a bit in shock, and shouted, “See you in the morning! And if 
you leave your room, don’t forget your keys!”

They applauded my efforts. In return, I bowed graciously 
and backed into the elevator.
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The next morning I stepped onstage, fully clothed this time, 
as the following quote faded onto the black screen hanging 
above me:

We are fired into life by a madness that comes from our 
incompleteness.

Fr. Ronald Rolheiser, Forgotten among the Lilies1

From the podium, I squinted out at a sea of faces— some of 
whom had seen most of what my mama gave me— and took a 
deep breath. I was about to bare myself in a different kind of 
way. Less humiliating, I hoped. But more vulnerable, to be sure.

Maybe those conference attendees expected a three- step 
plan for making good content, or perhaps a foolproof process 
for creativity under enormous deadlines and pressure. I’d not 
intended a bait and switch, but something about standing 
in the lobby in my underwear the night before made me re-
think everything I’d planned to say that morning. The audience 
hoped for my trade secrets. I offered them my story instead. 
And with it, how my understanding of creativity, imagina-
tion, and courage came not by making art but by hitting rock 
bottom.

The truth was my life had exploded. The things I’d thought 
would make me feel alive and ease the ache of my incomplete-
ness had only invited me into a series of tiny deaths—a seem-
ingly everlasting loop of hiding and self- betrayal. Sure, I’d made 
interesting art, but I’d also managed to make a mess of my 
life. Eventually, everything had unraveled. I’d lost all hope and 
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couldn’t find my way. I didn’t have the practice or the vision. 
And that lack of imagination had almost killed me.

What I’d discovered as I crawled out of the cave of abuse and 
addiction was that creativity isn’t simply about making beauti-
ful, meaningful art. Creativity is about embracing the courage 
required to make— and continuously remake—a beautiful, 
meaningful life. Not by relying on magic or muse but by mining 
the raw material of my story. Along the way, I’d battled demons 
that tried to destroy me. I’d warred with a tumultuous history 
that seemed fixed and finite. I’d faced the myth and meaning 
of the stories that shaped me. And then I’d changed the one 
thing I thought I couldn’t: my past. My reward for surviving 
this journey was a new future and a new understanding of 
creativity—a kind of creativity that saved my life.

I suppose that’s the gift of rock bottom. The pain propels you 
into something new. If you let it. And telling the truth really 
does set you free. If you tell it.

And so, I took one last deep breath, then I told the crowd 
the stories I am about to tell you.
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1

Blaine from Blaine

It was 1997 and I was a junior at Blaine High School in Blaine, 
Minnesota, when I heard a story that changed my life.

Quick time- out. Yes, you read that right. My name is Blaine. 
I lived in the city of Blaine. And I attended Blaine High School. 
Crazy thing is, I wasn’t even named after the town. I was born 
on the frozen tundra of Fargo, North Dakota. As luck would 
have it, we moved to Blaine when I was four. Not because my 
parents wanted to locate me within eyesight of a water tower 
that bore my name but because there was a cheap duplex for 
sale in a blue- collar suburban neighborhood. I will say, how-
ever, that as the smallest kid in every class, looking out at my 
name written in giant print in the sky did do wonders for my 
self- confidence.

Flash forward to seventeen- year- old me sitting in the back 
of a required humanities class in one of those ’70s accordion- 
partitioned classrooms. The kind made of tall metal panels 
covered in frayed waffle fabric to feign privacy between AP 
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Spanish and Theater 101. Of all the subjects I took in high 
school, the humanities captured me. Featuring myth and story 
dripping with meaning and drama, it all made a deep kind of 
sense to me. It felt as if those Greeks really understood what 
this pale, skinny Irish/Norwegian mutt with freckles, braces, 
and a bowl cut who was from the Land of Ten Thousand Lakes 
was going through.

The story that gripped me and changed me forever was 
Plato’s “Allegory of the Cave.”

The words lifted off the page, through my teacher’s voice, 
transforming into a full- on cinematic opera in my mind. We’d 
studied the many interpretations and potential meanings the 
ancient allegory held. The political, philosophical, and artistic 
lenses all made sense to me. But something more powerful, 
almost holy, happened as I listened to a fable that would go on 
to frame my life. It became entirely mine, a parable that hooked 
its truthy teeth into me and wouldn’t let go.

The story, artistic liberties notwithstanding, goes a little 
something like this: imagine a cave, ominous and foreboding. 
As we venture inside, disappearing into the dark, we stumble 
upon an unsettling scene. In the deepest grotto, we find a group 
of people. They aren’t delighting in communal celebration or 
joy. Instead they are a sea of blank faces staring up at a cave 
wall. Prisoners. Bound one to another, on and on and on, ex-
tending until forever. Held with chains ensuring they can only 
ever look straight ahead.

Humans. Flesh and bone. Meant for full life yet captive in 
a cave. Their collective breath echoes off the walls. An unholy 
mist wafts past their faces and parts to reveal the object of 
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their attention. Before them, a rush of light and dark smashes 
onto a stone screen. Their heads crane upward as shadows, 
stories high, scurry up the wall of rock only to disappear into 
the inky abyss.

Behind them, situated so they cannot view it, is the source 
of light: a large fire, a raging tempest of heat. Between the fire 
and the detainees is a second group of people whose job it is to 
take an object and walk it past the fire, casting shadows for the 
prisoners to see. All day, every day, the prisoners are transfixed 
by this never- ending shadow play, this treadmill of repeating 
things. Sometimes they can make out the image: a tree, a chair, 
a dog. Sometimes the images are obscured, transforming into 
a terrifying form.

To the prisoners, these shadows are reality. They know noth-
ing else. Hundreds of thousands of eyes are collectively caught; 
stunned gazes of sameness stare into a sea of shadows meant 
to resemble the real things of the world.

After Plato sets this incredibly elaborate scene— the prison-
ers, the fire, the walkway, the shadows— he zeroes in, reminding 
us that most of us live our lives this way. Until now, we’ve only 
been aware of the group en masse. But, like any good story, it 
needs a main character— someone who wants something and 
must overcome an obstacle to get it.

The cave needs a hero, and we’re about to meet him.
His gentle eyes are open wide, different from all the rest. 

Slowly, we zoom in. Though he is filled with the same collective 
malaise, something else shines in him. A close- up reveals his 
breath. Yes. Even his breath is peculiar, containing something 
we’ve not yet seen or felt. Hope.
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And then it happens. For reasons unknown, the man is set 
free of his fetters. For the first time, he stands. Decades of dust 
fall from his body. For the first time, he turns his head. Stunned, 
he holds his hands to his face, blocking the brilliant light of 
the flaming blaze that licks the roof of the cave. Through his 
blurry gaze, he struggles to take it all in. The cave. The wall. The 
walkway. The objects. The fire. His fellow humans. The false 
reality— all he has ever known— fades away. Then, just beyond 
the fire, he notices something else: a tiny white dot in the dis-
tance. He is pushed. Pulled. Called. Compelled. He steadies 
himself with a deep breath and begins his journey toward it.

A tangle of fear and curiosity grips him as he stumbles far-
ther and farther from the shadows, farther and farther from the 
fire, farther and farther from all he’s ever known. A chill sets 
in. Every step toward the mystery ahead grows more and more 
painful. But there is no going back now. He keeps moving. His 
pace is deliberate; the dot is now a large circle of light that keeps 
growing. Finally, the brightness explodes into an opening. The 
sun sears, and his eyes struggle against its burning, white- hot 
brilliance. It pulls him out into a new life filled with beauty and 
truth, illuminating reality for the very first time.

At last, he is free to exit the cave.

Sitting in the back of the class, my hands flat on the Formica 
desktop, I felt my body buzz with recognition. I’d known what 
it was like to feel bound to something outside of my choosing. 
I’d known what it was like to watch shadows made by someone 
else dancing before me. I’d known what it was like to hope for 
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something more and the terror that came with taking unknown 
steps toward new.

The bell rang, and the shadow shows vanished.
In a daze, I sat stunned as my friends walked past me and 

out of the room, seemingly unaffected by the tale we’d just been 
told. They gossiped about the upcoming Snow Days Dance and 
the hotly contested controversy raging over bringing dates from 
other schools. Our teacher followed behind, casually asking me 
to turn the lights off before I left. Alone, I gathered my copy of 
Plato’s Republic and stood.

Although I was only seventeen, I had plenty of practice hid-
ing in the darkness, watching shadows. I knew the sensation of 
being trapped. I was familiar with feeling bound to the stories 
of those around me. The heaviness of it all pulled at me, like 
chains I couldn’t shake loose.

But the story awakened something else within me, some-
thing with which I had less practice. In the courageous hero 
who dared an escape, I saw someone I longed to be. Someone 
brave enough to face the searing heat of the unknown for the 
sake of freedom. Someone courageous enough to hope.

As this ancient allegory collided with my very real story, a 
monumental thought rushed through my high school frame: 
maybe the chaos, disappointment, and abuse hadn’t doomed 
me for good. Even though I couldn’t name it then, I’d just been 
launched on my life’s greatest quest. 

Like Plato’s hero, I, too, yearned for a freedom I only imag-
ined existed. I, too, wanted life. I, too, wanted to exit the cave.
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