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1. Steering Without a Star Map 

An image I often have is that we are each steering our life as if it's a very large boat headed straight out into the open horizon. We don't know what's beyond the horizon, or how we got on the boat in the first place. But steer we must, because veering off course always seems to result in encountering rough weather and high waves, so, it doesn't feel very good. 

But how to guide our boat to a place that feels safe enough and peaceful enough to experience joy and love and wonder—that's the goal, because those things usually give  us the feeling that we're headed in the right direction.  

Of course, our thoughts and emotions, our desires and hopes, shift with the wind. And the truth is, we create our own imaginary bad weather a lot of the time, even on the sunniest of days. 

Other times the weather barrels in on its own from current human history - the time and place we're living in—or from personal circumstances beyond our control, or, from other people's boats that come near our boat to play or love  or fight. Angels, pirates, we experience them all in time. 

So the goal of staying happy and peaceful on this trip,  and having fun along the way, can be extraordinarily  complicated. 

But the most important thing to become aware of is this one thing: 

Our assessment of whether we're having fun, whether or not we're feeling happy moment-to-moment, is not usually dependent on an external source. It's coming from our mind's typically untrained judgement, and short-term view of our immediate personal circumstances. 

The mind has no telescope, and no compass. The secret we all know to be true is that the mind is just making things up as we go, second by second, affected by brain chemistry and physical health, and other people in our immediate sphere. 

In the end, we search outwardly for happiness and fulfillment amidst all these changing seascapes. But even our definition of happiness and fulfillment can shift over time. Except perhaps for one constant: 

We all long for connection. 

Too often, consciousness and thoughts, by definition, cause disconnection. To be "I" is to be other than—and disconnected from, pretty much everything else. 

And when that "I," that ego, is unwatched and untrained, the result is, it undermines true consciousness. 

So, most of the time, we end up alone in our boat, steering towards an empty horizon for reasons unknown. 

And there we probably are at this very moment. Lost at sea and lost in thought. 

Taking all these tricks and illusions of the mind into account, I began to wonder if there was a way to create a star map to guide me.  

Without it, I was probably going to keep sailing around in circles. I might even feel at some point like I'm falling off the edge of the world. 

Therefore, the ultimate goal of this book is to share my map with you. Hopefully, it will help you find your way to a better place too. 

Many people feel that meditation can help create that map. And I'm sure it can. But for me personally, I needed to find my own way, with eyes open, while walking around and dealing with the real world. 

Gandhi, one who learned so much from the art and practice of meditation, said, "The mind is a wonderful servant, but a terrible master." 

In that same spirit, the purpose of a star map is to make sure our "mind" doesn't end up steering the boat, hour by hour of each waking day, without our conscious consent. 

2. Joy, Happiness, Fun, Connection

How do we get to the good stuff as much as possible? 

Hint: It's probably not by hanging out on Facebook. 

One key to being happy is—don't think yourself into believing things are worse than they already seem to be.  

Everyone has worries, fears, feelings of failure, desires un-met. 

What we think about those things is far more important than the failure or success of the things themselves.

The biggest key to happiness is—to need as little reason as possible to be happy, or to stay happy. 

That's a very tricky thing. 

As simple, obvious, and cliché as the idea may sound, ironically, the mind hardly ever wants to try to do that moment-to-moment.

There are always Land Minds along the way. 

Land Minds are well-placed, usually quite ordinary  weapons of mass destruction that guilt-trip us, or bore us into looking at the darkest parts of the sky instead of at the stars.  

"Let's not live in denial," says the mind.... Or "We need adventure, something to increase our dopamine levels. Let's  not just sit around here looking at the same forty sextillion stars in the universe. That's way too boring." 

And, okay, maybe it is! 

But then let's talk about a better way to get to a long-term feeling of joy and happiness. 

The first thing we need to do is create an internal agreement. 

This contract with ourselves vows to put in the effort to find true happiness as often as possible. 

If you are willing to make that agreement with yourself, and take it seriously, the next step is to begin to observe your thoughts as often as possible, so you eventually develop the internal control to steer random thoughts in the right direction. 

But this initial internal agreement to want to be happy is a big commitment. 

Most people want to want it, but don't want to learn and then practice how to get there, so—no cigar, as the old carnival barkers used to say.  

For those who want to try to create happiness more often, here is a star map to get there: 






3. The Discipline of Happiness

First, let's define happiness, and then create clear rules to develop and expand it. 

One thing to be conscious of is, there is a big difference between feeling happy and being happy. 

Feelings almost always arise from thoughts that then create a physical sensation in the body. Sometimes internal physical elements can alter our thinking, like hormonal shifts, illness, other life circumstances, and genetics that affect brain chemistry. But feelings—emotions—are defined by thoughts. 

Feeling in love, or feeling angry won't become clear to us unless they are turned into thoughts that form stories which consciously or unconsciously become what you assume "you" are feeling. And therefore, who you are. 

If one were to come to an alternate level of understanding—that we can find happiness even while we feel sad or angry, for instance,— or, learn to observe the story we are caught up in and steer it to a better ending—these learned skills will create a very different psychological baseline from which to live, and from which to judge everything that happens to us.  
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The Four Rules of The Happiness Star Map

These four rules to the game are paraphrased from a talk I heard by a very amazing interpreter of Buddhist psychology. 

1. When Happy Things Happen, Be Happy!

When happy things happen to you, try to actually feel happy about it, and then try to stay happy about it for as long as possible. 

Don't let thoughts of future goals or desires, or past comparisons or regrets, throw you off course. 

When your mind tries to kidnap you to another place, try to remember what's going on in the present moment.  

2. When nothing particularly happy or unhappy is happening to you, be happy that nothing particularly troubling is happening to you. Stay on course. Don't let the mind create storm clouds in an open sky. 

3. When an unhappy or troubling event comes your way, try to be at peace with it. Difficult things happen rather constantly in life. Try to become curious about finding a solution—but without being attached to the outcome. 

Or, maybe there is no solution available to you at that moment. In that case, see if you can find patience and optimism in the midst of a seemingly unsolvable problem.

Of course, this is difficult. It first takes the ability to develop the skills of 1 and 2 above. Then you would need to take those skills a step further. 

But there are tools you can develop to help guide you that are beyond finding a successful solution to a problem. 

One tool to be discussed in the next chapter is called "Changing the Channel." 

4. When tragedy befalls you, it is extremely difficult to find peace of mind, and even more difficult to find a sliver of happiness as you live through the pain or suffering. 

But the goal then would be to sense a larger perspective about life, and the mystery of it all. Perhaps notice moments of happiness or equanimity even during the most difficult of times. 

Again, this forth stage is not likely to be achieved unless you've spent time and effort developing skills relating to 1, 2, and 3 above. Again, Changing the Channel will be one of the keys to success! 

What is Changing the Channel? 

It's a tool to use when you suddenly realize that you don't like what you're thinking about. 

Or you don't like what you're feeling when a certain image arises. 

Or you realize the story you are telling yourself is making you feel depressed or fearful. 

If this were happening from something you saw, or heard, on TV, you could pick up the remote control and change the channel. As you often do....  

What if every time you caught yourself thinking, you asked yourself, "Do you really want to go there? Do you really want to finish that story playing in your head right now?"  

What if every time you didn't want to "go there," you had an internal "universal remote control?" you could use to immediately switch to a better thought?  .... Well, there is: 

4. Changing the Channel

If you're still reading, it's likely that you already know how important it is to observe your thoughts with great care, and great suspicion. 

We do not need a new mind, or a changed brain. We just have to take good care of the mind we have by training it to become aware of itself, and giving it tools to become who we want to be (rather than believing those random thoughts you have throughout the day are actually "you"). 

Scientific evidence is clear that the brain and the nervous system can change neurologically when we confront our fears, our depression, or our anxieties by shifting our thoughts
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On the other hand, there is a joke told by the modern-day comedian, Demetri Martin, which goes something like this. 
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