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Preface

			On a steamy jungle island in the middle of the South China Sea, a small remote television stage is lit by tiki torches illuminating a show host, a jury of seven contestants sitting on tree stumps, and the final two runners-up for a million dollars, a male and a female. Sitting not far away, I could sense projecting from the stage the type of anger that only comes from a person feeling so betrayed as I watched one of the jurors take the stand before an open fire pit. They first addressed the male contestant sitting on the other side of the pit. No love was shared, though there was a shred of respect for how they played the game. Then, with eyes stone-cold and unflinching, they addressed the female, “If I were ever to pass you along in life again and you were lying there dying of thirst, I would not give you a drink of water. I would let the vultures take you and do whatever they would want with ya, with no ill regrets.” Our production team drew a collectively shocked gasp so loud the contestants could hear us as we sat in the nearby television control room made of plywood and nails.

			Oh, my God. Did Sue Hawk just say those now-infamous words to Kelly Wiglesworth at the first Survivor Tribal Council that drew 51.7 million viewers? It was only the first season of CBS’s competition show, Survivor. I would observe much about one’s motivation, ability to forgive, to show gratitude, and to form cautious bonds during my time on one of the longest-running unscripted television series. I was one of the original supervising producers. My five years on that show and, more so, other television projects eventually became the catalyst to an inner journey toward happiness that I am still and will always be on.

			Those Survivor contestants, especially in the earliest seasons, were stripped of everything except one luxury item, a small ration of rice, and water, leaving them with their wits and each other to survive on a beach while trying to win a million dollars. It always struck me that only then did they see their true selves and the potential of others, good or bad. So, taking a page from that experience, I realized I could only see my true self if I took the time to strip off the negativity, poke at my beliefs, pay closer attention to my actions, and ask some tough questions about who and what I am. What did I want? Why am I here? And how did I want to get to where I was going? This book gathers the lessons I learned about being happy from my time in the entertainment industry, observing people and events, and traveling around the world. I hope to inspire and engage you to creatively go on your own happiness journey with me through photo and journal assignments I share in each chapter.

			However, first things first.





As We Begin

			“Life is like a film camera. Focus on what is important, capture the good times, develop from the negatives, and if things do not work out, take another shot.”

			My Not So Still Life

			Trust me. I have taken many shots in life, and kind of like 35mm film, I have developed from loads of negatives. However, thankfully, my life’s image bank is filled with even more good times, precious times, and thoughtful times.

			When I look back on my journey, it makes sense that I became a television producer and director. I have always seen life as a series of images. It is the way I process information, thoughts, and events. Even as an elementary school girl reading my first book, I saw the story instead of just hearing the narrative in my head. As I grew older, there were also defining moments where I consciously saw how the power of imagery impacted the way I saw the world.

			The first time was working as a television director on Great Drives for PBS. Each episode featured one of our country’s hallmark journeys, hence the name. I was assigned to follow A1A along the East Coast of Florida. My job was to produce and direct our show on location with a camera crew. The production company also gave me a second video camera to shoot additional footage—except for one thing. I had never personally used a video camera and was incredibly nervous, thinking, “Please, God! I just have to get a few good shots we can use in the show.” I was mortified about failing. With fear as a great kick-my-ass motivator, I was glued to the viewfinder, looking for precisely the picture information I wanted in each frame. My fear of failure became one of my best image composition teachers and, oddly, life teachers. It helped me discover that I disliked unmotivated camera moves. I was not fond of pans that seemed aimless or did not reveal anything compelling. I later realized this reflects how useless I feel when life seems aimless. I did not like the feel of zooms to or from a subject. I thought it took the viewer out of the moment, reflecting my eventual learned desire to be mindful of the present moment.

			This experience was the first time I remember coming back to the production office and showing a colleague a bit of the video, and the reaction being, “Wow, you’ve got an eye!” Little did my colleague know it had nothing to do with my eye and everything to do with my desire not to embarrass myself with my lack of skill—this became my first conscious lesson in developing from a negative.

			Another impactful moment happened after being in television production for a couple of years and deciding to go to graduate film school. As I was getting my MFA at the ArtCenter College of Design in California, I had writing, directing, and cinematography classes every term. When I did my cinematography assignments, my instructor asked that our class shoot stills using motion picture stock to understand how film translates to the final product. I found myself, once again, absorbed in what was inside my picture frame. Because it was a cinematography class, I was paying even closer attention to my composition as I learned about the quality of light and color. During this class, I also started to look for design patterns that help create the mood of an image that tells a story in one frame.

			After film school, I continued working as a television producer and director, thinking it would be exciting to work on bigger and more adventurous shows, including Survivor, only to discover that production is very demanding and often dominated by extreme personalities. Being part of a television series that got Super Bowl numbers during its early years, then later working on shows that had me in the middle of the African bush filming wildlife one month and the next on a boat within several feet of a skyscraper-tall glacier in Antarctica was exhilarating; however, the magic of why I fell in love with producing and directing was overshadowed by political infighting and toxic personalities. Before I knew it, other people’s stuff was becoming my stuff and increasingly emotionally unhealthy for me. So, I opted to check out of my career for a long time. Without realizing or naming it at the time, I basically semi-retired from producing and directing to save myself. I took time to heal my mind, body, and, most of all, my spirit. I started studying the science of happiness and wellbeing, positive and spiritual psychology, mindfulness, and meditation. Eventually, I got a PhD in Conscious-Centered Living.

			While rescuing myself, I consciously did something every day that made me feel good and used my phone camera to capture these moments. When I paused and allowed myself to sink into that intentional moment of taking a picture, everything that stressed me out or any negative emotion that was present in my life melted away. Taking photographs in such a thoughtful way became meditative. Especially after studying mindfulness, I saw the gift of focusing my attention and allowing everything else to go out of focus. Over time, I could let go of the chatter, the judgment, and the useless stories. I discovered that when life rose to a boil for me, I could allow those annoying and often insignificant details to fade when I set my viewfinder on a single rose, statue, doorknob, or whatever captured my curiosity. This practice of regularly, deliberately, and delightfully taking photographs became part of my daily routine for five years and is now essential to my emotional and spiritual toolbox. It inspired me to write this book and show others how the practice of pausing to capture their world one frame at a time could transform their entire lives.

			Why This Book Now

			If there was ever a time this world needed to embrace happiness and to do so through the power of thought and shifting the mental pictures in our minds, it is now. So many people feel disconnected, isolated, scared, disquieted, uneasy, and are at a loss for what to do about it. Individually and collectively, the world needs to keep raising its consciousness level, or we will not survive climate change, social injustice, conservation issues, or ourselves without deliberate thought to reframe how we see the world. The bottom line is that every human matters. If we matter, then our happiness and wellbeing most certainly matter.

			I think it is safe to say we all want to be happy with our lives. We want our relationships, things, and accomplishments to be meaningful, yet we do not always know how to get there. We go to school to learn to be accountants, historians, engineers, doctors, filmmakers, and so on. However, we are not taught how to create an overall sense of happiness and wellbeing. Nor how to be conscious of our happiness, joy, and contentment. Most of us have not made enough time to think about how we emotionally, mentally, and spiritually can take care of ourselves, others around us, and our world. The world we see and feel is the product of our thoughts. Our thoughts motivate our behavior and, ultimately, our destiny. The solution to moving through our perceived obstacles is to reframe how we think about developing a joyfully fulfilling life by pursuing and finding everyday practices that will move us toward a more consistent state of happiness and wellbeing. More specifically, Wholebeing, where you are engaged three-dimensionally in mind, body, and spirit.

			My book takes a creative approach to developing the eight core values, the essential virtues and qualities, I believe universally support consciously living a purposeful, good life. Virtues being your personal or moral standards: Faith, Love, Gratitude, Forgiveness, Peace. Qualities being the attributes or characteristics you value: Health, Detachment, Abundance. And I think some can be viewed as both a virtue and quality. I view these eight essentials, what I call Happiness Essentials, similarly to how you would set up a camera to shoot pictures on a tripod:

			Life’s details become sharper when you focus on Faith. Your thoughts and actions become more evident.

			Love filtered through the lens of the heart fixes, comforts, and enriches anything you can name.

			Health is the tripod of life, what stabilizes you. Your optimal state of health serves as the leg of the mind, the leg of the body, and the leg of the spirit.

			If there is a lens of choice, let it be Gratitude. The only prayer you ever need to say is “thank you.”

			Opening your heart’s aperture to allow in the light of Forgiveness enables life again. For-giving is for-living.

			Peace is the available inner light that radiates from within you, reflecting outwardly to the people you touch.

			Detachment is like setting your intention on auto. You intend a desire, then allow the universe to choose the correct shutter speed. There is your timing and perfect timing.

			Abundance is the picture frame of all possibilities. If you can see it in your viewfinder, you can capture it.

			Everything within these pages comes from walking my talk, intensive studies, and the belief that there is a way forward that better serves me and those I touch. I draw from the secular and non-secular worlds and piece things together in ways that make an impactful difference when the ideas in this book are put into action. These are effective ways to reframe negative thinking into constructive thinking—a more reflective view of positive thinking.

			Finally, the use of the number eight throughout this book is intentional. In chemistry, the number eight is the atomic number of the oxygen we all need to live. Same for needing happiness to really live. In astronomy, eight planets orbit the sun, which gives us light. Happiness is our inner-wellbeing sun. In Chinese culture, eight is an auspicious number because it sounds similar to their word for prosperity or wealth—something we would all like to have and is part of what creates Happiness.

			How to Use This Book

			Take a Shot at Happiness helps those beginning their journey or wanting a fresh perspective on making the conscious choice to be happy each day, then taking consistent, intentional action to reframe one’s thinking from negative to positive. I encourage you to be open to putting recently discovered and established wellbeing concepts into action to create a more qualitative version of your Wholebeing.

			As the chapters unfold, I share in detail each Happiness Essential. You will find that several concepts and methods apply to more than one Happiness Essential and why they are intertwined. Throughout my writing, I draw from my life and the 24/7 demands of being an Emmy-winning television producer, international traveler, and Greek American. I share quotes, insights, observations, and stories about people around me, drawing from books, films, television shows, and the news media that support the points I believe impact one’s thoughts and behavior. So, please do not expect a book solely about my experiences on Survivor. There is some of that. However, it is about so much more.

			This book is meant to be experienced slowly and thoughtfully. You may even choose to spend months going through it. Shifts in ways of seeing, thinking, and behaving take time. Give yourself this grace and savor the journey. You and your wellbeing are worth it. These pages are designed as an interactive experience to help you realize and become aware of the effects of your thoughts and behavior, to see how your mindset plays out in your understanding of everyday things while offering the following benefits:

			•Proven methods to develop Happiness and Wholebeing habits from leading experts and researchers that support living consciously.

			•Activities to help reframe long-held negative perspectives that are often unconscious, and inspire new ways of being.

			•Photographic assignments, Photo Ops, intended to help you break through mental and emotional blocks.

			•Reflective questions that are Action Opportunities to develop and grow around each Happiness and Wholebeing concept.

			•Centering Thoughts, Affirmations, and Meditation Prayers to reflect and meditate upon to help embody each chapter’s concepts. They are all written by me with you lovingly in mind—the same for the Photo Ops and Action Opportunities.

			oCentering Thoughts are short statements, almost like a mantra, used to focus and settle turbulent thoughts.

			oAffirmations are longer declarative statements used to reframe or create positive thoughts, habits, speech, or actions.

			oMeditation Prayers thoughtfully quiet the mind and body so you can petition your greater source for guidance.

			•A supportive community available to you as you go through the book’s conscious-living activities.

			You will be guided in three ways: photography, journaling, and community.

			The Power of Photography. I invite you to use photography to mindfully absorb each chapter’s teachings and explore your world with openness, curiosity, sensitivity, and humor. The concepts presented in this book can be abstract and trying to understand them visually can anchor and make them more meaningfully relevant to you. There is no right or wrong way to do the assignments, only your way. So, allow your creativity to flourish and flow. A phone camera is all you need to do these Photo Ops. Previous photography experience is not required.

			The Photo Ops are opportunities to widen your lens of self-knowledge and awareness to improve your state of being and how you interact with others, including, and most importantly, yourself. It can bring aspects of life experiences into positive focus, enhancing your self-worth and esteem. I found the act of taking pictures made me appreciate things more profoundly, which motivated me to engage even more in the present moment. Afterward, you can look at your photos and notice the emotions they evoke, the details you did not see when you took the image, and possibly the new thoughts that arise. Ultimately, taking pictures deepens your insights, ah-has, and communicates them in meaningful ways that words cannot.

			Our thoughts form pictures in our minds. Yet, so often, they are repetitive negative images of the several thousand thoughts we have during an average day that we desperately want to change and make constructive to be more loving toward ourselves and others. Photographs enhance the ability to process the world, connecting you to the environment and culture in a visceral way in how you perceive them, intellectually and emotionally, by being present and immersed in the moment. Using imagery creates a direct, sensory connection between you and your subject, opening new ways of seeing the world and understanding yourself. This can help reframe unproductive thoughts to ones that will uplift your mood and worldview. It is also a way to process difficult emotions by creating space for awareness, reflection, and acceptance of a situation.

			The Power of Journaling. Writing is an effective way to temper, integrate, and transform thoughts and emotions, especially complicated ones. Research shows that writing through emotional upsets enables lasting increases in mood, health, and relationships, ergo, your Happiness and Wholebeing. Committing to prose develops the ability to observe and turn the barrage of unproductive, negative thinking into more profound, richer epiphanies. Writing helps you access who you were and who you are now, which informs your future. It can unlock what lies in the subconscious, one’s unconscious self, to learn new things about yourself, tap into your creativity, and awaken your spiritual awareness.

			The Action Opportunities ask you to use words to express thoughts and feelings to help connect your mind to your body’s experiences and make positive shifts by working through them. I am a testimonial to this. Writing through my upsets, disappointments, and eventual epiphanies became the building blocks for this book.

			The Power of Community. You are encouraged to share photos and reflections with others in our Take a Shot at Happiness social media group and on our companion app. When you share your images and talk about them, it increases your Happiness. Why? Being in a group makes learning more enjoyable. It also gives you accountability and exposure to different perspectives, adding greater depth, breadth, and inspiration than just going through your journey alone.

			By the time you complete this book, if you fully participate, you will have a useful foundation for creating and sustaining a healthier state of Happiness and Wholebeing, even when life turns upside down, along with a community that can continue supporting you long afterward.

			Take a Shot at Happiness is more than a book. It is more than a shift in perspective. It is a consciously chosen way of life. So, take a shot at living the life you want!





A State of Wholebeing

			 PICTURING HAPPINESS

			 

			Picturing

			/ˈpik(t)SHər/iNG/

			verb

			: represent (someone or something) in a photograph or picture

			: form a mental image of

			 

			Happiness

			 /ˈhapēnəs/

			noun

			: a state of being happy

			 

			Wellbeing

			/ˈˌwel’ˌbēiNG/

			noun 

			: the state of being comfortable, healthy, or happy

			 

			Wholebeing

			/hōl/ˌbēiNG/

			noun 

			: the state of being comfortable, healthy, or happy as an 	assemblage in mind, body, and spirit

			[image: ]

			“Happiness is a joyful conscious choice you can make in every moment of your life.”

			—Maria Baltazzi, PhD, MFA





Snapshot of Picturing Happiness

			In My Viewfinder

			The Survivor contestants were well into the game in an environment that was bone-dry and furnace-hot. I do not recall what day it was, though I remember taking closer note of Tina Wesson, who would eventually win the Australian Outback season. She was cast as our soccer mom and was a worthy competitor at the challenges. The thing separating Tina from the rest was that she seemed to be a constant bright light despite hunger, uncomfortable sleep, and harsh living conditions. She was not consumed with talking about game strategy. Instead, she spent most of her time getting to know the others and learning about their families. I did enough interviews with her to see that she was genuinely interested in her tribemates, and I believe that is what won her the million dollars. Tina seemed to be at peace and connected to her priorities: God, herself, and family and friends, in that order. Because of this, of all the contestants that season she radiated an inner happiness that I most clearly saw in her and gave rise to two words I started to think about more and more.

			Be happy!

			Well, for many, perhaps including you, being happy is something you would want to be yet put off for another time when you are less busy, less overwhelmed, less stressed. You will do it when you have the luxury of extra time.

			Newsflash.

			Your overall happiness and wellbeing are not luxuries. They are necessities. It makes this realm, our planet, a better place, along with you and your relationships in it. Being Happy (big H), like most things in life, is a matter of choice. You can choose to wallow in the overwhelming, in the stress of day-to-day life, the pain of the past, the worry about the future, or pick the alternative: Happiness. Then, actively do something about improving the quality of your life, reframing your thoughts and developing habits that support your wellbeing holistically in mind, body, and spirit, ergo, your Wholebeing.

			Philosophers, mystics, sages, and spiritualists over the millennia and into contemporary times all talk about the power of choice. Science backs this up more and more. Our conscious awareness informs our thoughts and actions. In My Viewfinder of the world, your level of awareness plus conscious choice equals your Happiness and Wholebeing (big W too). You can be the conscious creator of being Happier.

			When I speak about Happiness, it is not in the context of looking at life through rose-colored glasses, nor always having a song in your heart. It is not that you no longer feel life’s hurts and disappointments, or that anger and frustration cease to exist. Instead, Happiness means that, on balance, you feel aligned with your choices and living your purpose on purpose. What do you value most, the virtues and qualities in harmony with how you are present in the world, your decisions, and what you ultimately aim for in life? You also have emotional and mental tools to help navigate challenging times. Happiness is resilience wrapped in hopeful packaging.

			We talk a lot about our wellbeing, Happiness, or lack thereof, because we all want this. We talk about the “Pursuit of Happiness.” It is even seeded in our country’s Declaration of Independence as an inalienable right endowed by our Creator. To me, Happiness is not a pursuit, like it is a commodity. It is not something you check off your list as being done. It is never done because it is something you continually create and develop throughout your life, changing and evolving as you do. The repeated, thoughtful, purposeful development of one’s virtues and qualities will improve the quality of life. These values define how you see, react, and move through the world, acting as a Happiness reservoir from which you can always draw, enabling you to productively meet the joys of life, and its challenges, as they rise and fall.

			So.

			Ask yourself one critical question: Do you want to be Happy? The choice is yours to make; indeed, it is. Because whether you realize it or not, you have conditioned, accepted, or unknowingly limited your state of Happiness. How? By the influences of your outer sphere of family, friends, and community, which directly impact your belief system. Your belief system sets the governor on your level of Happiness, therefore, the condition of your life. All of which can change if you are willing to put in the effort.

			Happiness should be an unconditional choice, not one based on other people or circumstances that will inevitably happen. Your plane will get delayed. Someone will show up at a party in the same outfit. The stock market will have its bear days. Nevertheless, you consistently choose to be Happy without any what-ifs, ands, or buts—no qualifiers. When you choose to be Happy for now and always, you put yourself on a path to enlightenment. Change your thoughts, change your life. It is that simple, which brings us to the other point to keep in mind as you read this book, one that already exists inside of you. It is your Happiness Set Point, which is influenced by several factors.

			According to leading Happiness researcher Professor Sonja Lyubomirsky at the University of California Riverside, 50 percent of your Happiness is determined by a genetic set point passed on from one or both of your biological parents. It is a potential state of being baseline that you return to no matter how good or bad it gets. Your life circumstance defines 10 percent. Forty percent is determined by how you think, actions resulting from your thoughts, and intentional activities. The key is the remaining 40 percent that is within your control. So, if you want to be Happy, develop Happy people’s habits, virtues, and qualities. That means you are taking control of your thoughts and emotions. You are going out into the world, making things happen, and achieving something. You are not just sitting around depressed, accepting an unfulfilled life as your lot. Really take in that your thoughts and actions profoundly impact your level of Happiness. More so than your Happiness Set Point or life circumstance. This point is hugely significant to everything else that follows within these pages.

			The other notable part about one’s Happiness Set Point is that your genes determine 50 percent. However—this is a critical however—your brain’s hardwiring is dramatically influenced by your behavior and experiences and how you perceive them, which are not defined by your genes. For your genes to fully express themselves as a low or high Happiness Set Point, they must be in the right environment to turn on. So, in fact, you can do a great deal to improve your level of Happiness by way of conscious, intentional, purposeful activities—and this is the crux of Take a Shot at Happiness.

			Happiness Essentials

			Faith, Love, Health, Gratitude, Forgiveness, Peace, Detachment, and Abundance are the virtues and qualities I have operated with for over a decade. They guide how I move through the world every moment of the day. Consciously developing these eight core values shifted the quality of my life from unhappy and discontented to Happy and contented. Each began as a thought that eventually found its way into my heart and transformed my state of Wholebeing.

			Admittedly, living into these Happiness Essentials is not always easy. Sometimes I do not feel grateful or forgiving towards someone disturbing my peace. Sometimes, I must work hard to settle back into a quiet mind or a loving heart. For all the inner work I have done, I still have emotional triggers. Just ask my family. However, now I catch my temper flares, let go of them sooner, and am far less stubborn about my point of view when a situation upsets me. I like the saying that “we are both masterpieces and works-in-progress.” That is me for sure: still a work-in-progress.

			Happiness and Wholebeing Survey

			Before you further read, consider how you rank the eight Happiness Essentials on a scale of one to eight, with one being the highest priority. It could determine how you use this book, whether you go section by section as written or in the order of how you want to develop these Happiness Essentials. Know this inner work is not always, although it is transformative in ways you may not have ever considered.

			______ Faith. Read Happiness Essential One: Picturing Faith.

			______ Love. Read Happiness Essential Two: Picturing Love.

			______ Health. Read Happiness Essential Three: Picturing Health.

			______ Gratitude. Read Happiness Essential Four: Picturing Gratitude.

			______ Forgiveness. Read Happiness Essential Five: Picturing Forgiveness.

			______ Peace. Read Happiness Essential Six: Picturing Peace.

			______ Detachment. Read Happiness Essential Seven: Picturing Detachment.

			______ Abundance. Read Happiness Essential Eight: Picturing Abundance.

			______ Using the same scale, rate your overall level of Happiness and Wholebeing.

			After going through the book, retake this survey to see what has shifted. Consider which other Happiness Essentials you would like to continue improving. Then, go back to that chapter and spend more time doing the Photo Ops and Action Opportunities. Take a Shot at Happiness is a book you can return to time and again. Allow it to become a life-enriching companion you can always carry around with you.

			 

			[image: ]

			“To enjoy good health, to bring true happiness to one’s family, to bring peace to all, one must first discipline and control one’s own mind. If a man can control his mind he finds the way to Enlightenment, and all wisdom and virtue will naturally come to him.”

			—Buddha





Happiness Essential One

			Picturing Faith

			Faith

			\ˈfāth\

			noun

			: strong belief or trust in someone or something

			: belief in the existence of God

			: strong feelings or beliefs

			: fidelity to one’s promises

			: sincerity of intentions

			: firm belief in something for which there is no proof

			: complete trust

			: something that is believed especially with strong conviction

			 

			[image: ]

			“Postulates are based on assumption and adhered to by faith. Nothing in the universe can shake them.”

			—Isaac Asimov

			Award-winning Author, Foundation





Snapshot of Faith

			In My Viewfinder

			Six twenty-three a.m., the chatter of birds outside my window, the whooshing sound of cars passing my street corner, early light seeping between my upper and lower eyelids stirs me awake.

			“God, thank you for this day I am about to begin. Please guide me in your ways. Help me not to do something stupid or mean today. With all my heart, your path is mine, always. Amen.”

			I throw off my bedcovers. Left foot, right foot onto the floor. Time to motivate, get this show going—this is the way I start every morning. Nothing happens without first checking in with Big G upstairs. Faith is the foundation for everything; that is how I see it.

			Faith comes in all forms and is not just connected to religion or spirituality. While for many, there is Faith in a guiding force more significant than themselves, there is also the unexplained Faith that things in life will somehow work out. Faith that your best friend will be there for you when you fall. A belief that you will get up in the morning to begin a new day. Trust that you will get on a plane in Los Angeles and safely land in New York. So, whether you believe in God or not, you have some kind of Faith.

			It is Faith that keeps us moving forward. When we feel stalled out, we have Faith that “this too shall pass,” 2 Corinthians 4:17–18 (KJV), and we will get to the other side of things; things will become brighter one day. Spiritual Faith is my bedrock. When I do not pay enough attention to it is when things go upside down. Those who have spent time studying Happiness know that having a spiritual dimension to your life is essential to one’s overall Happiness. Spirituality can be infused into anything by the meaning you give it. It does not have to be a specific religious doctrine. It can be as simple as communing with nature. Yet, the concept of any kind of spiritual Faith escapes many.

			I have a friend who is a non-practicing Roman Catholic who loves being on a surfboard in the ocean. When his parents were around, they were very involved in the church, though, somehow, the practice eluded him. More than once, he told me that he wished for my kind of Faith, wanted his parents’ Faith, which always mystified me, thinking, “Well, you can.” You can, if you make the intention to seek, learn, and put into practice what it is to have spiritual Faith, Catholic or otherwise. It is like going to the gym to get that hot abdominal six-pack, the same with spirituality. You go to the spiritual gym. Be it in the mountains, on the water, in a church, and do sit-ups in the form of prayer, meditation, and communion. “Seek, and you will find.”—Matthew 7:7. God is not hiding. He is there, all around you, if you pay attention. If you engage Him, He will captivate you. For my defunct Roman Catholic friend, perhaps his spiritual Faith is found riding waves and calls God by another name. Spiritual Faith will be where he finds meaning in an experience that fulfills and enlightens him. Same for you.

			Snapshots on Developing Unwavering Faith

			Faith Snapshot No. 1: Believe in Something Beyond Yourself

			“Oh my God, turn on the news!” popped up in my computer chat as I was engrossed in working on a script. I ran into the living room to turn on the television. Breaking news headlined every channel. American Airlines Flight 11 had just crashed into the North Tower of the World Trade Center in Lower Manhattan. Seventeen minutes later, United Airlines Flight 175 took out the South Tower. The country was stunned in disbelief. It was surreal to accept the crash replays and hear the cries of the first-hand accounts. What? Why? Not since World War II have our country’s shores been hit by foreign invaders.

			The first Sunday after 9/11 happened, I went to church. Parishioners filled the pews and lined the walls like it was Easter. We had liturgy as we did every Sunday. In the end, the priest gave a sermon. I do not remember what he said. It does not matter because what happened afterward remains etched in my mind and heart. After the homily, we all sang “God Bless America.” The entire church, everyone, wept for the state of our country. Up until that point, going to church had been just to talk to Big G, hear the choir and the week’s sermon with the other churchgoers as ambiance. This day was the first time I felt moved by the importance of being part of a Faith community during times of grief. That is when I realized that spirituality as a concept, whether a religious doctrine you follow or not, is a vessel for hope and comfort. Everyone in that church wanted the same thing: solace and hope. It was palpable, drawing me in like a big comforting hug, bringing me closer to my Faith, opening an inner aperture that has allowed my Faith to become stronger with each passing day and year. It is what gets me through the day, the tough times, my darkest hours, and leads me to the light once again. Maybe it is true: “There are no atheists in foxholes.”

			Now, I am not pushing for a particular spiritual practice or religion. That is a highly personal path. However, whether it is Christianity, Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, or calling on a Divine entity, the Creator, the Greater Universe, the Quantum Field, the Source, or nothing-at-all, I feel it is soothing to believe in a nurturing, energetic force you can turn to in times of need, in times of question, and in times of gratitude. Having this in my life is powerful beyond all measure. It is my vessel for hope, solace, direction, clarity, peace, love, gratitude, and forgiveness and is a place to put the unexplainable. Faith in a greater force helps you feel that you are not alone. Recent research at Stanford University points to prayer being beneficially similar to mindfulness and cognitive behavior therapy. It allows you to process something upsetting or frightening and shift your focus to something more constructive and comforting. That is why our congregation filled the church and prayed that Sunday as our worlds were in shock and mourning. For me, I felt the reassurance that God was paying attention.

			Centering Thought. Believe.

			Affirmation. The Creator of all things is the supportive guiding force in all I do.

			 

			Faith Snapshot No. 2: 
Choose to Live in a Friendly Universe

			“The most important decision we make is whether we believe we live in a friendly or hostile universe.”

			This decision point that Einstein supposedly suggested we each make, consciously or unconsciously, determines how we perceive the world and whether our state of being is positive and used as a force for good. It will determine how you feel supported, guided, or not, and whether you accept the possibility of alternative realms in the form of God, universal energy, life force, the quantum field, or whatever name serves you. I call it God, the intelligent, friendly universe that runs the show.

			From a broadly simplified metaphysical interpretation, quantum physics describes an invisible energetic field of all possibilities beyond space-time as we know it. It contains everything and nothing all at once. Here particles made of matter dance about the universe as energy waves. Each particle is a unique possibility that, once you observe, becomes your reality. Seeing one of these particles within the waves causes it to collapse, from the infinite to the specific, to become what you now experience, known as the “Observer Effect.” So, your conscious awareness of something is the energetic picture you hold in your mind, your view of a friendly or hostile world, how you think and feel. The good news is that you can affect your worldview by your choice to be Happy. See the old reality that is not working and choose to see a new one. The level of your conscious awareness is the reality that informs your thoughts, beliefs, and how and where you put your Faith.

			We often ask the universe for help and guidance, then do not take it because it is not what we want to do or hear—forgetting the friendliness of the universe and its infinite possibilities. If you wish for great financial abundance, there is a reality where this exists. If you want to be healed, there is a reality where this exists. If you desire a loving relationship, there is a reality where this exists too. If you are asking for direction, the invitation is to be open to seeing the suggestions coming back to you and consider observing a new reality. How? By taking steps toward the reality you want to happen. Collapse the waves that create your bestseller, go on your dream safari in Botswana, or clear that $75,000 debt you have been carrying.

			However, as you are looking for guidance from the universe and collapsing waves, a notion to keep in mind from several spiritual thought leaders: the answers you seek from your higher power may not always be the ones you want, although they will always be the ones you need. Those directives may come in ways you never expected over a period not imagined.

			Faith helps you realize what is in a situation and allows the universe to guide you in the right direction, even though there may be some painful bumps along your path.

			Centering Thought. My friendly universe.

			Affirmation. The universe safely guides me. I am open and listening.

			 

			Faith Snapshot No. 3: 
Clarify Your Intentions

			While I believe an intelligent universe guides us, I also think we must help that cause. Have at least a clue where you want to go, so you can spot when being guided in the right direction, out of harm’s way, or make sense of obstacles and disappointments that will inevitably happen.

			In his MasterClass, Emmy-winning creator of NBC’s West Wing, Aaron Sorkin, teaches writers to clarify their character’s intentions and obstacles, what they want and what is getting in the way. They want the money. They want the girl. Whatever the character wants, it is something they desperately desire, and whatever is standing in their way is formidable. As in life, we want something and feel blocked. Other times we are stuck because we do not know what we want. We have no intentions or purpose. When one of Sorkin’s character’s intentions is unclear, he slips into the comfortable habit of just writing witty dialogue that does not add up to anything nor move his story forward. Similarly, when we are unclear about our lives and our next move, we fall back into what we have always done, not getting any traction toward something worthwhile. Not until a clear intention is set does one’s story begin.

			However, it is not enough to set an intention. You have to understand why your intention is important. When you have that answer, ask why that why is important. Keep drilling until you clearly understand your intention, the why behind the why. The clearer you are, the more aligned with life you will feel and the more likely to realize opportunities coming your way. Your awareness widens to include noticing people, events, and situations you would have otherwise missed. You become aware of the synchronicity and meaningful coincidences at play around you.

			Ideally, clarify your intention until you pinpoint your purpose: why you are here. Your why gives life meaning and the ability to cope in the face of adversity or trauma, helps you grow spiritually, and enables a fresh viewpoint. It motivates you to get up in the morning, have the strength to face the impossible, and the will to keep hope when disappointments happen. When
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