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    For those who believed a superpower would come someday,
it already has.
The power to remain calm
has always been yours.

      

    



  	
        
            
            You have power over your mind, not outside events. Realize this, and you will find strength.
— Marcus Aurelius, Meditations
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Introduction

The Person at the Center of the Room
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Pay attention the next time something terrible happens in a room you are in. A glass shattering, an argument escalating, a child falling, news of a death arriving by phone. Watch the people. Most will move. Their hands will rise to their mouths. Their voices will jump pitch. Their bodies will lean forward or pull back, and their words will spill out before their thoughts have caught up. They will become, briefly, weather.

But there is almost always one person who does not move.

That person looks at the situation the way a surgeon looks at a wound. Their breath stays low. Their voice, when it comes, is unhurried. They reach for what is needed, a towel, a phone, a hand. They do not perform calm. They are calm. And in the minute that follows, almost everyone in the room ends up oriented toward them, as though some invisible gravitational center has formed and they cannot help being pulled into its orbit.

This book is about that person. About what is going on inside them. About how they got that way. And about how you can become that person, in your own life, in conditions far more demanding than a broken glass.

A confession at the start. I once believed that calm was a personality trait, the way some people are tall. I believed you were either born with the temperament or you weren’t, and if you weren’t, the best you could hope for was a kind of well-rehearsed performance, a poker face stretched over a panicking interior. I no longer believe this. I have spent years watching the evidence accumulate from neuroscience, from wartime psychology, from the testimony of pilots and surgeons and hostage negotiators, and from the contemplative traditions that have taken human nervous systems seriously for two and a half thousand years. Calm, real calm, is a trained capacity. Almost anyone can develop it. And almost no one is taught how.

Consider what is at stake.

A doctor working a mass casualty event triages bodies in the order their lives can still be saved. If she panics, she will treat the loudest patient first, not the one who is dying quietly in the corner. People will die because of her panic. They will live because of her calm.

A father whose teenager has just been arrested can either react and lose his son’s trust forever, or sit, breathe, listen, and do something almost holy, love a child who has hurt him without flinching from the hurt or pretending the love is a substitute for accountability.

A founder watching her company nearly fail can run on adrenaline until the body breaks her, or she can find a still place inside her own chest from which decisions emerge that are not contaminated by terror. The decisions made from terror are almost always wrong. The decisions made from calm are almost always right.

I could give you a hundred more examples. The structure is the same in each. There is a moment, and the moment demands more than the ordinary nervous system is built to give. You either rise to meet it or you don’t. The difference between rising and not rising is not character in the moralistic sense. It is something closer to a skill.

What I want to give you in these pages is not a set of inspirational images or a collection of sayings to put on a wall. I want to give you a working understanding, practical, neurobiological, philosophical, lived, of how human beings become unshakeable. I want to give you the architecture and the practice. I want to leave you with something you can build with.

Here is what I will not do. I will not pretend calm means feeling nothing. The path I am going to describe runs the opposite direction. I will not pretend calm means agreeing with what is happening. Some of the calmest people in history said no to the worst things in history, and they said no without trembling. I will not pretend this is easy. It isn’t. It is, though, simpler than most people think, not in the sense of effortless, but in the sense that the principles are few and clear once you see them.

A word about how this book is built. It moves in three arcs. The first chapters lay the foundation, what calm is, what it isn’t, what is happening in the body when it goes missing, and what it looks like in the people who have most embodied it. The middle chapters give you the practice, the breath, the pivot, the witness, the decoupling, the strange dilation of time that arrives when you stop fighting your own physiology. The final chapters take the practice into the world, into compassion, into leadership, into catastrophe, into the texture of an ordinary life lived from a different center of gravity.

You will meet people in these pages. A Soviet officer who in 1983 had minutes to decide whether to start a nuclear war and chose, against the screaming of his own machinery, to wait. A pilot who landed an airliner on a river. A psychiatrist who walked out of Auschwitz with a manuscript she had composed in her head. A Vietnamese monk who watched his country burn and did not lose his smile. They are not saints. Most of them are not famous. What they share is a quality of inwardness that the rest of us spend our lives reaching toward without knowing what to call it.

Call it ‘bedrock’.

Bedrock is what is left of the earth when everything softer has washed away. It is the layer beneath the topsoil, beneath the clay, beneath the sand the wind has carried. It does not move when the storms come. It does not move when the rivers flood. The buildings worth building are the ones anchored to it.

A human being can be like that. Not by accident. By practice.

Begin.
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I Know Calm

What Calm Is, and What It Is Not
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In January 2009, Captain Chesley Sullenberger had a few minutes.

His Airbus A320 had just struck a flock of Canada geese over the Bronx. Both engines had lost thrust. The airplane was a hundred and fifty tons of metal gliding without power over the densest city on the continent. He had two airports within reach if everything went right and almost nothing went right. He had one hundred and fifty-five souls behind him, including a nine-month-old infant.

The cockpit voice recorder caught everything. What it caught is one of the most extraordinary documents in modern aviation, not because of the maneuver, though the maneuver was extraordinary. Because of the voice.

He spoke to air traffic control as if he were ordering coffee.

“This is Cactus 1539, hit birds. We’ve lost thrust in both engines. We’re turning back toward LaGuardia.”

Listen to that sentence. He has been an airline captain for decades and a pilot for nearly fifty years. He knows what just happened to him. He knows the airplane is dying. He gives the controller the call sign first, because protocol matters, because clarity matters, because the next pair of eyes that needs to know what is happening is wearing a headset in a tower a few miles away. His vowels are even. His consonants are clean. There is no tremor.

He kept that voice for the entire descent. When the controller offered him Teterboro to his right, he answered, “We can’t do it.” Three words. Then a pause
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