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  Preface


As the title of this book and this first chapter suggests, it is my aim to blend what I know about various social, psychological, and physical sciences with what I know about spirituality. I also formally introduce the Integrative Psychotherapy protocol I have been developing over the years which I call the R.A.D.I.C.A.L. Reintegration Protocol. Being an integrative psychotherapist, I integrate complementary models of the human condition with various approaches to helping people, including myself, heal from the wounds that can accumulate in this broken world. I will also be sharing personal testimony and experience to that end. 
Thirty-seven years ago, I began my personal recovery from addiction to alcohol and cannabis. Six months later I found myself back in school to begin my educational and professional development as a Licensed Clinical Social Worker specializing in psychotherapy. My experiences in treatment and early recovery following discharge from that program were very profound. I felt led to help others find what I have found through recovery. My greatest struggle has been HOW to share this three-dimensional experience of personal recovery, academic education, and professional development with others. That struggle ended when it became clear to me that I can only speak of what I know, share what I have seen, and teach what I have learned. For me, all of this has come through the lens of Christianity. It is my sincere hope that, even if your lens is different, somehow these observations of mine will be useful to you.
As we shall see in Chapter 4 the section on Mental Filters and Normalcy Bias, we humans are subjective beings. It is impossible for us to be totally objective because we cannot possibly take in, process, and output all the sensory data available to us at any given moment. Our supercomputer subconscious mind can only process a limited amount of incoming data. Therefore, it filters, sifts, and sorts for information that fits our core beliefs about ourselves, others, and life in general. The same mechanism deletes and distorts any data that does not fit our mental filters.
Fortunately, we also have the conscious ability to temporarily override our subconscious processor. As we shall see in Chapter 3 the section on the Flashlight of Awareness, everything you just read is in the past, everything you're going to read is in the future, and what you're reading right NOW is only a small sliver of what's available in this book. It's in this 'right now' that we can focus our awareness on whatever we choose. Right NOW is the ONLY time we can exercise our free will. 
In her YouTube presentation, Am I Just my Brain? Oxford neuroscientist Dr. Sharon Dirckx, Ph.D. asks, “But what is a human being? … are we advanced primates, are we machines, are we Souls confined to a body, are we just physical beings?” Or are we something more? Many answers have been offered.” 
With this book, I offer my opinion on that question. We all know what they say about opinions, we all have one. The opinion I offer here has developed over almost 40 years of sincere inquiry and observation while helping thousands of people including myself to find their path to wholeness. During this development, I asked God to equip me to be the best helper I can be and lead me to the right conclusions about these kinds of questions. This book is a reflection on and testament to this multidimensional personal, professional, academic, and spiritual journey that began so long ago when God put my feet on this path.  
Having said that, as a subjective human being, I cannot promise that everything I present here will be true and accurate. But I can promise that I believe them to be true and accurate. They have proven to be true and accurate over and over in my experience. Yes, I like to practice what I preach as you will see in the epilogue! But we all have our own map of reality. I encourage you to take your moment-to-moment experience of reading these ideas in the spirit they are given. Test them out, then take what you need for now, and leave the rest. I pray that you find something of value here, for yourself and/or for others if you are a helper too!
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  Chapter one
Blending Neuroscience with Spirituality


The brain and the mind are two distinct entities, yet both are incredible. They are so connected and dependent upon each other that it's impossible to distinguish where one ends and the other begins. In my opinion, the mind is my moment-to-moment experience of being me. It is my awareness or consciousness. Even those terms are tricky because awareness exists at the conscious level as well as the subconscious level. So, we have the terms conscious mind to describe the one, and subconscious mind to describe the other. My conscious awareness, aka conscious mind, is where I can manually exercise my free will. My subconscious awareness, aka subconscious mind, is automated as if to run on autopilot. 
Internet of the Mind
If you think of your subconscious mind as the computer hard drive and your conscious mind as the computer screen, you would have a pretty good idea of the difference between the two. The hard drive is full of data and your personal history. Details of every significant emotional event are stored in there. There’s an elaborate library, a highly sophisticated database, and a mental DVD collection of your life stored on the hard drive of your subconscious mind. But all you can do consciously is see what happens to be on the screen at the time. In other words, you can direct your awareness from one place to another, but not to the entire contents of the computer all at once - nor would you want to! Talk about an ADD moment!
Often, we don’t even exert the effort it takes to direct our awareness. We just let it float from one thing to another as if on autopilot. For instance, while watching movies or reading a good book we let the story capture our attention and guide our awareness. But when we are not directing or having our awareness directed, we enter “default mode”. The database is, in reality, a vast network of neural networks, embedded in networks much like the Internet.
Concentration and Awareness
Drifting off into a daydream-like state is what happens when we relax and let go of our decision to concentrate our awareness. When we are not directing our awareness or having our awareness directed, we enter what Jud Brewer, Ph.D,. refers to as the default mode. It’s comparable to leaving the computer idle for a time until the screensaver comes on and does its thing.
Our default mode is the automatic processing of habits of thought. I think that is why some advise us to “be careful what you say when you talk to yourself.” We feel the way we think, then we think the way we feel, which causes us to feel the way we think, and so on. We feel the way we think because our neurological activity gets converted to biological activity. In other words, when I am thinking negative thoughts, I am sending the chemical equivalent of little brown frowns through my bloodstream and nervous system. Conversely, when I am thinking positive, happy thoughts, little yellow happy faces are flowing through my system!
I wish it were as simple as saying something positive to yourself to change the way you feel. If it is not already a habit of thought for you, then you will need to program it through the four stages of learning something new in order to make it part of your default mode. We will talk more about those stages later. If it is our “habit” to find ourselves ruminating about negative thoughts (typically past-oriented) or perseverating on worries, anxieties, and fears (future-oriented), then whatever we do in the present moment is going to cease as soon as we stop directing our awareness because we will soon enter back into default mode.
Concentrating our awareness is a manual activity rather than an automatic function, i.e., it is something we decide to do consciously. We must exert energy to direct our awareness consciously, which partially explains how and why we become mentally exhausted after a long day at the office or school. Concentration takes more energy if we are not interested in what we are concentrating on. In fact, if we are passionately interested in what we are concentrating on we tend to become absorbed in the experience and feel energized rather than depleted.
Concentrating on things we have no interest in is like pushing an object uphill… Concentrating on what interests us is like riding downhill. Even when we choose to purposefully direct our awareness, such as writing an article, we do not have complete control over it. Other thoughts tend to wander around in and out of our awareness. We can direct our awareness wherever we choose, provided we are granted access by the “network administrator” – our subconscious mind.
Searching the Database of our Subconscious Mind
Suppose I asked you to think of where you were and what you were doing on September 11th. In that case, it is likely that your brain almost instantly accesses a significant emotional event that occurred in the fall of 2001, complete with images, thoughts, sounds, and feelings from that day. (If you are old enough to remember that) September 11th is an example of how quickly our brain can search the database of our subconscious mind and access requested information… It’s also an example of how intensity can “burn” a memory network into our database with only one experience.
Here’s another example – think of your kindergarten or first-grade teacher. Do you not almost instantly access a fragment of memory of what the teacher looked like, what his/her name was, and/or even a few memories of you and the teacher interacting? And when was the last time you had occasion to think of this person? That’s right, usually, it has been a very long time. Yet almost instantly, upon request your brain did a database search and pulled up a profile of the teacher.
Very few middle-aged adults can remember much about their second-grade teacher. The emotional significance of being in the first grade was more intense than the second grade. Because the brain is efficient, only significant emotional events, positive or negative, get stored in the database.
The Network Administrator – Your Subconscious Mind
The subconscious mind performs an incredible number of functions on its own, and thank goodness for that! How would you like to have to decide, “What should I be doing with my pancreas right now?” Some estimates indicate that the subconscious mind is doing 20 million, billion computations and calculations every moment! It even makes independent decisions about what to allow into your awareness and what not to allow, based on its own perception of what is good for you. For example, if something traumatic happened to you before you developed the coping skills to deal with it, your subconscious mind would likely decide to repress it – block it out of your awareness – until it “decides” you can handle it. This points to awareness at a subconscious level.
Once you have developed the psychological equipment to cope with the event, your subconscious mind will then allow all or a portion of the memories to surface for processing. In psychoanalytic theory, this ability of the mind is referred to as a defense mechanism called repression. In Internal Family Systems (IFS), Gestalt Therapy, and Ego-State Therapy, it is referred to as a part-of-self. These parts-oriented approaches make the most sense, especially with recent advances in neuroscience, because habitual thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are said to be encoded in a part of our nervous system called a neural network. We will discuss neural networks in greater detail throughout this book.
In my work with people, I have found that when our subconscious mind perceives that we don’t want to know something, it will block it out for us, regardless of our ability to face it. For example, when I hit an impasse with a client where they “can’t remember” what comes next, they usually say “I don’t know”. I typically ask – “Do you want to know?” Usually, they reply something like “nope!” or “not on your life!”
They usually find it curious, even amusing sometimes, that they are aware that they don’t want to be aware. This suggests that the subconscious mind knows when your conscious mind doesn’t want to know, and being your faithful servant, it makes an independent decision to block whatever is out of your awareness. A Gestalt therapist might ask, “Next time you say you ‘can’t remember’ or ‘don’t know’, change it and say out loud ‘I won’t remember’ or ‘I won’t know’ and see which sounds more authentic to you.
Symptoms as Metaphors for Subconscious Conflicts
The subconscious mind is very symbolic and metaphorical. Many professional helpers see symptoms as metaphors symbolic of the client’s internal experience. These are usually subconscious “solutions” to internal conflicts, such as those outlined in the list of defense mechanisms below. For example, when a person would like to do one thing, but can’t seem to stop doing another, it indicates that there’s a conflict between the conscious mind and some part of the subconscious mind. In other words, part-of-me is aware that another part-of-me is doing something of which I don’t consciously approve - something that may even interfere with my goals or needs.
A good example of this is when I consciously determine that I’m going to lose weight and yet I repeatedly fail to stick to my nutritional plan (we don’t like the word “diet”)… I try to stick to the plan and feel very upset “with myself” for caving in again! One part of me is upset with another part of me.
Another term for such internal conflicts is cognitive dissonance. Two cognitions (elements of knowledge such as a belief, thought, or image), usually one conscious and the other subconscious, are in direct conflict with each other. The two opposing cognitions are in and encoded into separate neural networks in the brain. The ongoing tension creates anxiety that steadily intensifies until the subconscious mind employs a “solution” to the conflict from its database of defense mechanisms. Here are some examples:
	Rationalization – Subconscious justifications, excuses, or reasoning given to make a behavior seem logical — “A student fails the final he didn’t study for and says… “I couldn’t have passed it anyway – that teacher has it in for me.” Rationalization is included at the beginning of any list of defense mechanisms because it’s so frequently recognized as “being defensive”.

	Projection – Attempts to banish or “disown” unwanted and disliked thoughts, behaviors, and even “parts-of-self ” by projecting or attributing them to someone else. Maybe as simple as blaming someone else – “He should have let me off on that ticket, but that cop was trying to fill his monthly quota.” Or as complex as seeing and experiencing a repressed or “disowned” part of self in another person – e.g., an excessively passive person marries an excessively angry person – both experience their disowned “part” in the other.

	Introjection – The opposite of projection – subconsciously “takes in” to self an imprint (or recording) of another person, including all their attitudes, messages, prejudices, expressions, even the sound of their voice, etc. This is healthy if the imprinted material is helpful advice, warnings, or other lessons from parents and respected others; unhealthy if shaming messages from parents, hatred, or aggression are turned inward on the self.

	Identification – An ability available very early in life that children use to attach themselves to certain qualities, emotions, and attitudes of someone else, especially during the modeling period between eight and thirteen. This helps the child further develop the Adult Ego State and the Parent Ego State.

	Simple Denial – Unpleasant facts, emotions, or events are treated as if they are not real or don’t exist. A person told that their spouse was killed in a motor vehicle accident acts as if he/or she is still alive. (Not consciously lying)

	Addictive Denial – Simple denial and addictive denial are similar, but the “denial” associated with addiction is really much more complex than simple denial because it is referring to an elaborate SYSTEM of defenses that create a delusion for the addict or alcoholic that is OK for them to drink or use drugs even in the face of overwhelming evidence that it is destroying them.

	Isolation – Separation of memory from emotion…can remember and talk about the trauma but feels no emotion — the Person talks about the incident as if it is someone else’s story, which is accomplished by taking Third Perceptual Position.

	Sublimation – Redirection of impulses into socially acceptable activities — normal and healthy, such as when the sexual impulses of adolescence are channeled into sports and competition.

	Displacement – No list of defense mechanisms would be complete without displacement. This defense reduces anxiety or pressure by transferring feelings toward one person to another — commonly known as “dumping on” someone…e.g., a man is mad at his boss and kicks the cat when he gets home, or blows up and yells at his family.

	Repression – Painful, frightening, or threatening emotions, memories, impulses, or drives that are subconsciously pushed or “stuffed” deep inside. It takes a lot of energy to keep material “stuffed” …energy that could be used for more productive living. Healthy if the person does not have the psychological defenses available to deal with it.

	Suppression – Painful, frightening, or threatening emotions, memories, impulses, or drives that are consciously pushed or “stuffed” inside as a defensive maneuver. Again, it takes a lot of energy to keep material “stuffed”.

	Conversion – Mental conflict converted to a physical symptom… e.g., a soldier, on being deployed into battle, is conflicted about his desire to serve his country but believes it is wrong to kill for any reason and develops paralysis, blindness, or deafness with no medical cause.

	Regression – Giving up the current level of development and going back to a prior level… and an older child under stress begins wetting the bed or sucking a thumb after a long period without that behavior. In extreme cases of PTSD, an adult could regress into a child-like ego-state and curl up in a fetal position on the floor, unable to communicate.

	Reaction Formation – Over-compensation for fear of the opposite. Two conflicting parts-of-self — one is strengthened while the other is repressed…e.g., An overly nice and agreeable person may have a lot of repressed hostility and rage of which they are completely unaware on a conscious level.

	Fantasy – A person imagines being a superhero, winning the Olympic gold medal, retreating into a dream world of times past, or achieving goals in the future. Fantasy can be unhealthy if it happens when action is required instead. Healthy when used to go back and finish the unfinished business of the past, or simply for sentiment and nostalgia, such as exploring a high school yearbook or family album.




Subconscious Mind and the Networks of Change
Now, for why I like the term ‘Internet of the Mind’: Neural networks are the actual biological location of change. Change does not occur without reconfiguring existing neural connections or forming entirely new ones. The Internet-of-the-Mind is a metaphor for the “software” of our brain – neural networks, embedded in networks, embedded in networks… and so on. Just as software programs on a computer can be upgraded, so too can these internal networks of the subconscious mind.
A glance at our external world reveals how the subconscious mind has reflected itself in our surroundings and the systems in which we operate. For example, have you ever noticed these external networks, embedded in networks, embedded in networks, and so on?
	We grow up in a network called family

	Our family exists in a network called a neighborhood

	Our neighborhood exists in a network called a community

	Our communities exist in networks called counties

	Our countries exist in networks called states/provinces

	Our states/provinces exist in a network called country

	Our Countries exists in a global network called the world

	Our world exists in a network of planets called our solar system

	Our solar system exists in a network of solar systems called a galaxy

	Our galaxy exists in a network of galaxies called the Universe



Even more examples of networks embedded in our lives…
	We are connected to various networks of people we call friends, classmates, coworkers, colleagues, organizations, etc.

	We do Business with networks of customers, subscribers, and vendors.

	We communicate through networks of telephones and the Internet – a network of websites, each consisting of networks of web pages, email lists, and newsletters – and let’s not forget the network we call the “grapevine”.

	Corporations are merging into networks called conglomerates.

	Companies cannot operate without networks called departments, which cannot operate without a network of employees.

	Energy is distributed through networks called power grids.

	We travel on networks of highways and through networks of airports.

	And none of these external networks can be changed without internal adjustments being made in someone’s neural networks, often called thinking “outside the box”.



That’s not all — Even the synapses of our neural networks consist of networks of neurochemicals, each consisting of a network of molecules, each consisting of a network of atoms…each consisting of a network of electrons swirling around a nucleus of protons and neutrons.
It appears to me that God constructed life itself in an incredibly intricate network of biological, psychological, social, spiritual, and environmental networks, embedded in networks, embedded in networks.
Neuroplasticity
Neuroplasticity refers to the brain’s amazing ability to adapt to the internal and external environments it is exposed to over time. This is no longer just a theory; it is backed up by brain imaging technologies. Until now, researchers had to spend a large part of their time justifying the theory of neuroplasticity before they could even present their ideas and findings. Now they can spend that time researching and studying how the brain heals itself, adapts to changing situations and circumstances, and what happens when we “change our minds” about something.
The implications of this ability to rewire the brain are truly staggering. It was not so long ago that the prevailing wisdom was that we are “hardwired” and that, after 30 years of age, change is not very likely. Now that we know that is not the case, new ways of using neuroplasticity are rapidly being developed. So, how does it work? I know it sounds complicated but when you understand how neurons function, it is really very simple. According to Hebb's Law, there are only two principles that you need to know in order to make changes in your own brain and nervous system.
Two Principles of Heebs Law
	Neurons that fire together, wire together

	Use-it-or-lose-it



Brain imaging technology allows us to watch as biological changes, such as synaptic pruning, new learning, and neural networks in action, take place in real time. Isn’t it interesting that your own brain can become fascinated with itself? There are two things you can do to increase and enhance the first principle of Hebb's Law: create intensity and use repetition. You can increase the intensity of an experience, belief, imagery, or affirmation by making it as vivid and real as possible. The more intense an experience is, the fewer repetitions it will take to burn it into your brain.
The Fragmented Self
The image below is called a neuron, aka a brain cell. There are up to 100 billion neurons in our brains. Each neuron has up to 100 thousand dendrites, making over 100 trillion constantly changing connections. According to John Ratey, MD, author of A User's Guide to the Brain: “The neuron and its thousands of neighbors send out roots and branches – the axons and dendrites – in all directions, which intertwine to form an interconnected tangle with 100 trillion constantly changing connections… We call them Neural Networks.

[image: ]
                                    Fig 1 Neuron, aka Brain Cell 
The neural networks of our brain and central nervous system are comparable to but infinitely more sophisticated than the fiber-optic network connecting millions of computers together in a single network that we have come to know as the Internet. One main difference is that instead of millions of computers, our brain has up to 100 billion “computers” called neurons connected in a biological network that would put AT&T to shame. And, just like the Internet, our brain has networks… embedded in networks… embedded in networks… and so on. A neural network is a cluster of neurons connected to form a “database” of encoded information such as thoughts, feelings, beliefs, programmed reactions, emotions, memories, and even physiological data.
Neural networks are the actual biological location of change. Change does not take place without the re-wiring of existing neural connections or the creation of entirely new connections. We call these biological changes “learning something new,” and it matters not if it is good or bad learning.
The Four Stages of Learning Something New
Learning as it relates to self-preservation, such as the survival skills and developmental tasks of childhood, is accomplished at the subconscious level. The learning process for information related to self-actualization (growth) requires conscious effort and self-discipline. This learning process can be boiled down to transforming explicit memory into implicit memory (growing a new neural network). There are four stages one must go through in learning a new behavior or routine:
	Unconscious Incompetence – Before people even become aware that they need or want to learn a new behavior or skill, they are incompetent it and unaware of just how incompetent they really are at the behavior. For example, I may decide I’d like to go bowling, although I have never tried it before.

	Conscious Incompetence – once an awareness of the desire to learn the behavior arises, the awareness of incompetence soon follows. I throw my first ball and it goes into the gutter, as does the second, and even the third! I suddenly realize that I SUCK at bowling! (The reluctance to go through this awkward, clumsy stage of learning is often the reason some people won’t try new things.)

	Conscious Competence – If I keep at it and push through the initial stages of learning, with the help of explicit memory, I start knocking some pins down and eventually get a spare or even a strike occasionally. As the new behavior is practiced repeatedly, skill is developed in the form of neural networks (Neurons that fire together, wire together) In the next stage of learning, those neural nets literally become part of me. We call it “muscle memory.” The actual term for that is implicit memory.

	Unconscious Competence – Once a certain level of proficiency is reached, the new behavior or routine becomes automatic or “Second Nature.” Now I can put a spin on the ball and make it do tricks as it rolls down the lane. This is because I have become ONE with the bowling ball! In other words, it becomes programmed into the neural networks of implicit memory.



There is no “Good” or “Bad” - Only Intensity and Repetition
You may have guessed by now; it matters not if the learning is “good” or “bad” learning. With intensity and repetition (practice), new learning moves from inside physical changes (neuronal connections) to outside physical changes (actual behavior). This is why we can literally “become” what we think about most of the time. For example, if we frequently ruminate about depressive or obsessive thoughts, we are building a neurological database for depression or obsession and can experience everything that goes with it! If we think of each brain cell (neuron) as a computer and a neuron’s dendrites and axons as the fiber optics, then try to fathom this —
The neuron and its thousands of neighbors send out roots and branches – the axons and dendrites – in all directions, which intertwine to form an interconnected tangle with 100 trillion constantly changing connections. There are more possible ways to connect the brain's neurons than there are atoms in the universe. The connections guide our bodies and behaviors, even as every action we take physically modifies their patterns. Thanks to sharp imaging technology and some brilliant research, we now have proof that [network] development is a continuous, unending process. Axons and dendrites, and their connections, can be modified up to a point, strengthened, and perhaps even regrown. – A User's Guide to the Brain, John J Ratay, MD (page 20)
Each network has a function. We have simple networks for daily routines:
	How to tie our shoes

	How to brush our teeth

	How to shave



And more complex neural networks for such things as:
	How to do relationships

	How to perform various duties at work

	How to drive a car

	How to read

	Who am I?

	Belief Systems



Neural networks are why you don’t have to relearn everything, including the alphabet, every time you want to read a book!
A Neural Network Demonstration
Try this experiment: cross your arms in a comfortable position across your chest. You have just accessed your arm-crossing neural network – a small cluster of brain cells connected and programmed for this behavior. Now take a close look and notice exactly how they are crossed… Got it? Great, now try to cross them in exactly the opposite way. You should notice that the first way is comfortable and automatic…you don’t even have to think about it. The new way is uncomfortable if you can do it at all… most people experience momentary confusion, and others freeze up totally and can’t do it. The new, uncomfortable way is a new behavior for which you do not yet have a neural network.

[image: ]
            Fig 2: Neural Network Demonstration, Arm Crossing Pattern
You could create a network for doing it the new way, but it will take a few weeks of discipline and repetition. This is why changing habits and behaviors can be difficult… it is simply easier to do it the way we are programmed to do it. If you happen to be ambidextrous, you may be able to do it comfortably and easily both ways. This simply means you have a neural network for crossing your arms both ways, writing with either hand, etc.
Another good experiment: Fold your hands in front of you. Notice which thumb is on top. Now, take them apart and bring them back together with all your fingers interlaced the opposite way. Yes, you can do that, but notice how awkward it feels and how much effort it took getting them to do it that way.
Pattern-Matching
So, why is all this stuff about neural circuitry and neuroplasticity important? To answer this question, think of the self as a ceramic baseball. When this ceramic self comes into the world and life throws us a curve, then it gets hit with a bat… what happens to the ceramic baseball? That’s right, it shatters. This is a great analogy for what happens when people suffer trauma and attachment wounds early in life. A core chunk of the self continues to grow and self-actualize into the adult we know and love today.
But there are these pieces or shards of self that float or orbit around the core self, like little satellites. These are what we call fragments of self. They are frozen in time, disconnected from the actualized self (the adult self). As such, they do not have access to our adult resources and coping skills. They remain the age they were when created and employ the survival skills that got them through the trauma at the time. The brain makes a recording of the basic elements of the incident, called a pattern match.
Example of a Pattern Match
Let's say an 8-year-old boy walks into a dark room, there is the scent of garlic in the air, the door slams shut, and it becomes pitch black – then he gets badly beaten. Thirty years later, the same person walks into a dark room, there is the scent of garlic present, and the door slams shut – PANIC ATTACK!
Pattern Match Activated: Dark Room+Door slam+Garlic = Get Badly Beaten
The 38-year-old man’s awareness left the adult core chunk of self and entered the wounded 8-year-old boy fragment of self. He then re-lived the trauma as if he were back there again. He had access to only the resources available to the 8-year-old part of himself because of the disconnect from his adult self. This is what we often refer to as being triggered. This is an example of a faulty pattern match (see Chapter 8).
Compartmentalization
Another clinical term for this fragmentation of the self is Compartmentalization. When a traumatic experience gets encoded into a neural network of its own, this is accomplished by one-trial learning due to the intensity of the experience (think 9/11). Intense threats get encoded in the area of the brain for the survival instinct, the limbic system, aka the feeling brain. Then that network gets compartmentalized as if a firewall forms around it, closing it off from the thinking brain and our awareness.
When a pattern match is activated, the doorways to that compartment are opened. It’s like we get sucked inside and trapped in that traumatized network. In other words, when all the key elements of the original trauma are present (e.g., Garlic+Dark room+Door Slam) we get triggered and re-experience the trauma because it has not been fully processed (We will cover that in more detail in Chapter 8). When the experience subsides, we are outside the compartment, and the doors are closed again. With ongoing trauma and attachment wounds, there are several, if not many, compartments, which I refer to as fragments of self-frozen in time.
Neurogenesis & Synaptic Pruning
During the first years of life, brain growth, also known as neurogenesis, is staggering! The lifelong process of synaptic pruning begins when neural connections weaken and are no longer needed (use it or lose it!) Networks that were necessary at one point (nursing) stop firing when that behavior is replaced by eating solid food and drinking from a sippy cup.
A network contains explicit and implicit data for all the skills, knowledge, emotions, beliefs, physiology, motor skills, thoughts, memories, and experiences that have to do with that function or behavior. We have networks for identity and self-esteem… We have networks for how to drive a car, how to swim, how to be a good spouse, and how to do our job. We weren’t born with these networks; we had to create and grow them. We may also have limiting or unhealthy neural networks devoted to addictions, self-sabotage, phobias, anxieties, depression, PTSD, and other unwanted feelings and behaviors. But there is good news based upon Heeb’s Law, the subconscious mind uses a process known as synaptic pruning to rewire these unhelpful neural networks!
Networks you want to rewire or new ones you’d like to create, such as one for regular exercise, will take several weeks of consciously directing your attention toward it. With concentration, dedication, and discipline it only takes several weeks of effort to feel like the new behavior is becoming part of you or “second nature”. – Continuing the behavior becomes easier and easier.
Integration and the Biological Location of Change
Now, for the bottom line ~ why is all this stuff about Neuroplasticity so essential to understand? Because parts-of-self, including fragmented parts-of-self, are encoded in our neural networks. We need to connect with and update them in a process called integration. Integrative psychotherapy is all about the integration of fragmented parts-of-self! We need to be able to do this in a safe way so as not to re-traumatize and strengthen that part of self.
Those reactive, fight, flight, freeze, and fawn (submit) parts outlined in the LSPM Model live in the non-dominant hemisphere (usually the right brain) and are driven by the emotional wound of abandonment, the emotional infection of shame, and the emotional scab of contempt described in the Iceberg Model. Every time they are activated or triggered, they grow stronger.
The proactive, growth-oriented executive functioning parts-of-self live in the dominant hemisphere (usually the left brain). This is where, through therapy, we build the safe container, activate the self-soothing parts-of-self , and strengthen the ego for the process of integration. With this in place, we can finish the unfinished business without re-traumatization.
For your manual, growth-oriented left brain to communicate with your automated, survival-oriented right brain, you must open a channel, a neural pathway to establish a link vs bouncing back and forth between survival mode and growth mode. This IS integration, aka psycho-biological change. That is why I call the neural circuitry of the brain and nervous system the biological location of change! I want to introduce one more bit of information about wiring (and re-wiring) our neural networks – Mirror Neurons.
Mirror Neurons: How We Create Our Cognitive Maps and Mental Filters
What do we do when a baby smiles at us? That’s right, most, if not all of us, cannot help but feel good and smile back. What do we do when a baby has been fed, had a diaper change, and had a proper nap, and we have tried everything to soothe the baby, but the baby won’t stop crying? We feel frustrated, and most likely, many of the same sort of feelings that the baby is expressing.
That’s because our brains have little computers in them called mirror neurons. These neurons record 'movies' of how our role models act in certain situations. The movies are called imprints, and they become part of an overall template for thoughts, feelings, and behaviors.
In a less-than-nurturing family, regular, attentive, and consistent role models with healthy coping skills are not always available. Sometimes it is hardly available at all, and in other families, it is inconsistently available at best. When dysfunctional role modeling exists in parent-child relationships, there is trouble in paradise. Mirror Neurons are at the Root of Many Challenges:
	Poor Attachment Styles

	Mood Disorders

	Low Self-Esteem

	Poor Self-Care

	Victim Mentality

	Toxic Relationships

	Adult/Child Syndrome

	Complex PTSD

	Abandonment Issues

	Unmet Childhood Dependency Needs



As we learn more about neuroplasticity, mirror neurons, and the biological location of change we refer to as neural networks, we develop more ways to apply that knowledge in the therapeutic relationship between therapist and client. I have selected Integrative Psychotherapy, which is an assimilative eclectic blend of complementary therapy approaches provided on a foundational framework of Erik Erikson’s eight developmental stages of life. Here are my top ten therapy tools for shifting back to Growth Mode:
	EMDR

	Clinical Hypnosis

	Internal Family Systems

	Mindfulness & Meditation

	Ego-State Therapy

	Gestalt Therapy

	Precision CBT

	Transactional Analysis

	Twelve-Step Recovery

	Neuro-linguistic Programming (NLP)



These approaches to helping have several things in common. Primarily, that they are all useful with the idea that people have many different parts or aspects of self, also, these parts-of-self come together to make up a whole system of Self. The system is functional and referred to as integrated when all parts work in harmony together. The system is dysfunctional and fragmented when parts-of-self are frequently in conflict with each other or otherwise cause problems in our lives when they “get triggered.” This Parts-of-self orientation is highly consistent with neural networks, including how the brain and nervous system function (and/or dysfunctions).
Later, we will look at the role of neuroplasticity in emotional wounding, also known as fragmentation of the self, as well as its role in the healing process, also known as integration of the self. Keep in mind as we move into the next chapter that neuroplasticity, neurogenesis (brain growth), and the neural networks that configure our brain and nervous system are powered by electrochemical energy. Neurons that fire together, wire together!
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