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					Maria Shriver 
presents

					The Open Field

					A Publishing Imprint

					Books that Rise Above the Noise and Move Humanity Forward

				

				
					Dear Reader,

					Years ago, these words attributed to Rumi found a place in my heart:

					Out beyond ideas of

					wrongdoing and rightdoing,

					there is a field. I’ll meet you there.

					Ever since, I’ve cultivated an image of what I call the “Open Field”—a place out beyond fear and shame, beyond judgment, loneliness, and expectation. A place that hosts the reunion of all creation. It’s the hope of my soul to find my way there—and whenever I hear an insight or a practice that helps me on the path, I love nothing more than to share it with others.

					That’s why I’ve created The Open Field. My hope is to publish books that honor the most unifying truth in human life: We are all seeking the same things. We’re all seeking dignity. We’re all seeking joy. We’re all seeking love and acceptance, seeking to be seen, to be safe. And there is no competition for these things we seek—because they are not material goods; they are spiritual gifts!

					We can all give each other these gifts if we share what we know—what has lifted us up and moved us forward. That is our duty to one another—to help each other toward acceptance, toward peace, toward happiness—and my promise to you is that the books published under this imprint will be maps to the Open Field, written by guides who know the path and want to share it.

					Each title will offer insights, inspiration, and guidance for moving beyond the fears, the judgments, and the masks we all wear. And when we take off the masks, guess what? We will see that we are the opposite of what we thought—we are each other.

					We are all on our way to the Open Field. We are all helping one another along the path. I’ll meet you there.

					Love,
Maria Shriver

				

			

		

	
		
			
			For Molly, Nick, and Ben

			The best people who ever happened to me

		

	
		
			
			Perhaps the most important revelation in human split-brain research is precisely this: that the left cerebral hemisphere of humans is prone to fabricating verbal narratives that do not necessarily accord with the truth.

			Antonio Damasio, professor of psychology, philosophy, and neurology and David Dornsife Chair in Neuroscience at the University of Southern California

			The left brain weaves its story in order to convince it and you that it is in full control…. It is really trying to keep our personal story together. To do that, we have to learn to lie to ourselves.

			Michael S. Gazzaniga, professor of psychology at the University of California, Santa Barbara, and founder of the Centers of Neuroscience at the University of California, Davis, and at Dartmouth College
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			Chapter One

			The Self-Image Model of Happiness

			I hate it when life tells me I’m not who I think I am.

			And it’s the best thing that ever happens to me.

			Maybe to you too?

			What’s the most precious dream you’ve ever had, maybe so bold you’d be embarrassed to admit it—becoming a professional athlete, writing a hit song, running a Fortune 500 company? Or maybe falling in love, getting married, and raising a family?

			Whatever your dream is, or was, can you remember a moment when that dream took a hit, maybe a mortal blow, and in the midst of the loss, you didn’t make excuses, you didn’t cast yourself as a victim, you didn’t hurt the person you blamed for your pain—instead, you saw that there was a clash between your self-image and reality, and instead of revising reality to suit your self-image, you revised your self-image to meet reality, and not with grievance but with grace?

			In my view, that was a moment of triumph.

			The feelings of peace and wholeness we seek through “success” are hiding in the death of dreams that are too small. We break through only after we break down, and we break down only after we’ve spent years building up.

			This is not a book about quitting on your dreams. It’s not about giving up on the highest image of who you want to be. It’s about what happens when you pursue a dream with passion, see the dream fail, then look into the darkness and see the light.

			

			—

			When I was a sophomore in college, a friend and I hiked up the side of a mountain, sat down for lunch, and read to each other from the dialogues of Socrates. The old philosopher was put on trial for either the most subversive crime ever or the greatest civic gift possible, depending on how you see it. Socrates was accused of being a doer of evil who corrupts the youth. Actually, his “crime” was seeking out Athenian citizens who were seen to be wise and, through public debate, showing them they were not wise. The young people loved him. The elders sentenced him to death. Phaedo describes the scene in the prison cell as Socrates drinks the poison, lies down, and waits to die. He closes the dialogue by saying, “Such was the end, Echecrates, of our friend; concerning whom I may truly say, that of all the men of his time whom I have known, he was the wisest and justest and best.”

			I read those lines aloud and fell silent—electrified. From that moment, I was consumed by a desire to reach the end point of moral development—by whatever name you want to call it. I decided to major in philosophy. I took courses in religion. I read books on Gandhi. I started to meditate. I did ten-day retreats. I visited Zen temples in Japan. I went to a hermitage in Sri Lanka. I began a doctorate in human development. The search consumed me. When I was reading or meditating—time disappeared. I hadn’t eaten, but I wasn’t hungry. I hadn’t slept, but I wasn’t tired.

			But the most important thing I see, looking back nearly fifty years, is not that I found a passion but that I made it into an identity. My interest was genuine, but I used it to try to be better than others. And there was an unconscious social calculation for me in choosing the self-image of a spiritual person. I’m very competitive, and I began to see people my age becoming successful. They were running for office, starting businesses, performing in symphonies—and I wasn’t. So I took refuge in spirituality. This allowed me to say to the people living in my head: “Sure, you’re a Rhodes Scholar–Olympian with a book on the New York Times bestseller list, but I’m a spiritual person who’s transcended competition. So, I win.”

			And my spiritual boasts were not easy to test. It’s not like I was saying “I’m the best left-handed bowler in Indiana.” I made it hard for others to hold me accountable. Of course, I wasn’t a saint—this was obvious to everyone. But I was going to be a saint. (Though this wasn’t obvious to anyone.) I was on my way. Which means I had one more element in my self-image that I had to cling to desperately: “I’m getting better”; or another version of the same conceit, “What I’m doing is working”; or—even worse—“I’ve figured everything out!”

			My spiritual self-image wasn’t the only identity that was precious to me. From early childhood, I started trying on identities for the buzz they gave me, and I held on to the ones that worked—good reader, gifted writer, strong chess player. At some regrettable point, I took on the identity of being super-reliable. It’s not that I “was” those things but that I got high if others saw me that way, and I got hurt if they didn’t.

			All these idealized images of myself—from meditator to writer to “totally reliable”—flow together into a story I tell others about myself and hope they tell back to me. My story is just my self-image in motion—my fantasy of how it all works out for me.

			And it’s surprising to me how people and events can still affect my mood by affirming or challenging my story and the beliefs that make it up. Without ever planning it or consciously choosing it, I tied my happiness to a story of who I am. If someone contradicts my story, I get angry. If someone honors and affirms my story, I respond with the false grace of an addict who just got a fix.

			I believe that most of our struggles for happiness can be seen inside this frame, which, for this book, I’m going to call the self-image model of happiness. This is the implicit model of most self-improvement literature—you achieve happiness by deciding who you want to be and becoming that.

			One of the most memorable and influential descriptions of this model was articulated by Stephen Covey in his book The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People. In chapter 2, titled “Habit 2: Begin with the End in Mind,” Covey invites us to picture ourselves at our funeral and asks us, “What would you like these speakers to say about you and your life?”

			
				That, he says, is the criterion by which everything else is examined. Each part of your life—today’s behavior, tomorrow’s behavior, next week’s behavior, next month’s behavior—can be examined in the context of the whole, of what really matters to you. By keeping that end clearly in mind, you can make certain that whatever you do on any particular day does not violate the criteria you have defined as supremely important, and that each day of your life contributes in a meaningful way to the vision you have of your life as a whole.

				To begin with the end in mind means to start with a clear understanding of your destination. It means to know where you’re going so that you better understand where you are now and so that the steps you take are always in the right direction.

			

			I loved this book. I studied it. I marked it up. I quoted it. I lived by it. It was a brilliant expression of what I believed. It was also a precise distillation of the scripture of our culture. Be who you want to be.

			After testing this approach for many years in this and other forms, I’ve come to the view that this is outstanding advice for achieving excellence in sports, business, entertainment, politics, or virtually any pursuit we take on but one—it can help us achieve everything but peace.

			Peace and Happiness

			Peace is different from happiness. Happiness is a material pursuit. Peace is a spiritual state. Happiness is getting what we want. Peace is wanting what we get. Happiness is becoming who we want to be. Peace is becoming who we are.

			This is how I’ll use these terms in this book. Happiness comes when my self-image and the story I see for myself line up with the world—the precious moments where there is nothing I want that I don’t have. Peace is the same feeling—there is nothing that I want that I don’t have—but it’s not tied to events. It’s a state of mind, so it can go on and on.

			True happiness includes peace. If happiness doesn’t include peace, it’s just a good mood. When I use the term happiness in a spiritual sense, I mean happiness through peace.

			This book is about the shift from seeking happiness by achieving the self-image to finding peace by dissolving the self-image. There are several words I use in the book to refer to the state we enter as we surrender the self-image—peace, joy, grace, love. This state is where I believe we’re all headed. But I don’t think that seeking peace and joy and grace and love is how most of us start out. We first seek happiness by creating a story of who we want to be and trying to achieve that in the world. At least that’s how it was for me.

			When I look back on my greatest happiness and sadness, they correspond with my success or failure in sustaining my story of myself. When I’ve been able to live up to my self-image and be recognized for my gifts without straining over the effort, I’ve felt happy. When my self-image gets overwhelmed and I appear to be those things I hate and have worked hard to avoid, I get depressed.

			And this is the most embarrassing insight: the deep cause behind my story-making—and the happiness and sadness that comes with it—is nothing more than my longing to be special. That’s all. I’m just a little boy trying to live a story that makes me the hero so I can be loved.

			It doesn’t matter what the identity or the story is, my motive is to be separate and superior (and special and secure). When I took on the self-image of being “spiritual,” I was trying to put myself above people who sought fame or wealth or power. I thought, “I’m laughing my way past that material-success trap they’re wasting their time on.”

			No, I wasn’t.

			Some years ago, I asked a friend of mine to read Richard Rohr’s book Falling Upward. I loved the book, and I wanted to see if it resonated with her. She read it and didn’t say anything, so in an act of spiritual espionage for which I feel no contrition, I glanced through her copy to see if she’d made any notes.

			She had marked one of my favorite passages. Richard writes: “If we seek spiritual heroism ourselves, the old ego is just back in control under a new name…. Any attempt to engineer or plan your own enlightenment is doomed to failure because it will be ego-driven.”

			My friend had underlined these words, and in the margin had written “Tom.”

			I laughed with the joy of a man whose flaws are known and still feels loved. In fact, my friend had once said to me, “Maybe you should go to a therapist and see if you can find out why you need to be so special and why you always need to be improving.” She was wise enough to see that the two were related—and that a passion for self-improvement isn’t always a sign of health or a path to happiness.

			The content of my self-improvement aims and dreams might be different from other people’s, but the structure is not. If I take “I want to be a saint” and replace it with “I want to be a senator,” the pattern is the same. No better. No worse. No matter what name I give to my ambition, I am on the same path, in one form or another, as anyone who’s ever chased peace.

			And because our journeys are the same, at least in their structure, I think we can help one another. That is the point of this book. We all build ourselves up in life. We’re born to it. It’s how we make our way in the world. But what we build up eventually breaks down. It has to—reality doesn’t treat our conceits kindly.

			The outcome of our lives, I believe, comes in how we handle the breakdowns—and whether we see them as a chance for a breakthrough. Looking back, I can see that the time I spent working at the White House was the high point of success for my strategy of seeking happiness by fulfilling the self-image. It was also the beginning of the breakdown, and the breaking down was a blessing—because it was not “me” who was breaking down; it was the self-image strategy for happiness that was breaking down, and that breakdown cleared a path to peace.

			Breaking Down the Self-Image

			Today, I still carry a lot of identities in my head, but I still am most attached to “spiritual person.” And my aims and goals are as embarrassingly audacious as they were when I was young. I want to be able to respond with love in any situation—to answer ill will with goodwill, to absorb pain without passing it on, to come closer to meeting the most outrageous demand ever made of human beings: “Love your enemies.”

			The project feels more practical and accessible to me when I cast it in the words of theologian and Catholic priest James Alison, who says, “Love your enemies; it’s the only way to get the bastards out of your head.”

			I have found that the most helpful frame for growth for me—one that helps me see when I’m stuck and when I’m free—comes from adding another element to the concept of self-image, and that is the shadow. The “self-image” is who I claim I am, and the “shadow” is who I insist I’m not. I soothe myself and situate myself in the world by telling myself, “I am this and not that.”

			This mechanism—creating a self-image and a shadow, then defending the self-image and denying the shadow—is often the way I get through the day. But it dooms me to conflict because I’m denying part of who I am. (When I hear, “Be your best self!” I think, “Okay, but what am I supposed to do with all these other selves?”)

			Only when I fully admit the shadow (in both senses of the word admit—to confess and to include) can I find peace. This model paradoxically makes spiritual growth a matter of self-aggrandizement, so to speak—making myself bigger and bigger until “I am this, and I am that.” I am everything—especially those things I insist I am not. Perhaps this is the state of mind that prompted the Roman African playwright Terence to write, “I am human, and I think nothing human is alien to me.”

			Years ago, I dreamed I would write a book with the triumphal narrative “I have figured it out! Here’s how I found peace—and here’s how you, too, can find it!” Mercifully for all of us, I don’t have the facts for that story. I’m writing a book in the middle of the battle—talking about where I’m free and where I’m still stuck in “self-improvement,” which is something in between a scheme and a scam. For me, it’s really self-image improvement—creating an ever more glorious persona, imagining a future where people will pay homage to my self-image, and I will win the “turn the other cheek” prize at the Enlightenment Awards Dinner.

			Continuous monitoring of the many precious measures in my self-improvement protocol, “Did I exercise, meditate, eat well, sleep enough, meet my deadlines, and get things done?” keeps me locked in self-absorption and swings me back and forth between gloating and feeling guilty. I need to review how I’ve done to know how I feel. This is a defensible approach to achievement in many fields, but for someone seeking peace, it’s a trap. I know because I’m writing to you from inside the trap.

			Thus, the title Chasing Peace. I love that phrase because it’s a joke on me. Peace is chasing me, and it can’t catch me because I can’t stand still, and I can’t stand still because I’m chasing peace. When I shared this title with a friend, he said: “Ha! Like furiously seeking a state of calm!” Exactly. I have spent my life chasing peace as if it’s a loose dog that’s running away, and it’s running away because I’m chasing it. And I can’t stop chasing it because I hate the way I feel when I’m still. I don’t mean the stillness of sitting in meditation. I mean the stillness of not making progress, not being productive, not getting better. I can’t stand that stillness.

			I would not have come by anything interesting to say about chasing peace except that I failed for forty years to find it, then I found it—or started to let it find me. I have never been happier or laughed louder or longer. Things I used to hate I now absorb with a shrug. Anxious states of mind come much less frequently, with less intensity, and don’t last as long—because I have figured out how I’ve been feeding them and am now slowly starving them. When dark thoughts come, bringing their dark feelings with them, I know what to do. And some dark thoughts and feelings never come at all anymore.

			Before I describe the breakthrough—what led to it and what it’s like—let me offer some context on breaking down. My breakdown wasn’t a result of picking the wrong goals and not recognizing it until midlife. I didn’t decide as a kid that I wanted to be rich and famous, only to achieve my goals and find myself unfulfilled because I had sought the wrong things. That’s not my story.

			My breakdown came from the constant battle of trying to defend my inflated self-image. I broke down from the strain of telling a story of who I am and trying to get others to tell it too. I was striving to be everything on my list of identities, and the effort to be anything—even in the name of noble self-improvement—is exhausting. That constant battle broke me down. That’s the background on my breakdown.

			Here’s the foreground: On a Monday afternoon in November 2018, I was in an apartment in northern Virginia, on the phone with a psychiatrist who was reviewing my brain MRI. I had moved to Arlington—a thirty-minute drive from my home—on the advice of several doctors. Depression, anxiety, brain fog, memory issues, neuropathy, and a host of other symptoms had worsened over the years—and then spiked after we did a renovation on our home. The paint on the walls and the stain on the floors triggered my symptoms and made me dizzy, and I moved out temporarily—leaving behind my wife and kids and the dog—so I could try to get a handle on my health.

			Unfortunately, in the eight months I’d been in the new place, things had not improved for me—even with the low-chemical-content building materials and the saunas, the air purifier, the supplements, and all the other diet and detox tricks I was trying. In fact, my plan had failed. I wasn’t any closer to moving back home, and when I did visit home to test it out, I got dizzy. I missed my kids, my wife, my neighborhood, and my life, and I felt like my family was moving on without me. I was running out of hope, and I was praying this doctor could help.

			“Have you had a head injury—sports or car accident?” she asked. I’d been asked the same question six months before by a psychiatrist who’d read a different scan. I described some head-banging moments in soccer and on the playground, nothing serious, and she told me I was showing some asymmetry that suggested head injuries. The injuries make the blood-brain barrier more permeable, she explained, so if you’re exposed to mold or other substances, it’s easier for them to get in the brain. She told me that my working memory could be wiped out fairly easily. I asked how that could happen, and she said by anesthesia getting through the blood-brain barrier.

			She asked if I’d been diagnosed with Lyme or coinfections, which I hadn’t, then she told me my amygdala was swollen, at the 98th percentile. The amygdala is the brain’s fire alarm, she said. It should go off only for a fire—but when it’s at the 98th percentile, it could be set off by something harmless, triggering a fight-or-flight response, and making me more reactive to everything. She spent most of the time going over my brain, area by area, noting the atrophy, and she closed by saying: “To sum up, the MRI is highly abnormal. Not good, you understand. And luckily, I’m not with you in person to tell you this.”

			I wanted to make sure I had heard that right.

			“You’re glad you aren’t delivering this news face-to-face?”

			“Right,” she said, “because I’m telling you very bluntly. This is sad. No way to really mince words here.”

			I got off the phone and sat quietly for a while. I was glad she was candid, but I was hurt by her tone. She had encouraged me to go on a protocol that I’d already tried, and she made it clear she didn’t want me as a patient. Both points were depressing. But my dominant reaction was anger at myself, triggered by her report that my “fire alarm” could be set off by almost anything. If I am so reactive that I have to leave my home and isolate myself because of a mysterious stress-based illness that affects no one else in my family, then what was the point of all that meditation; all those silent retreats; all those stupid, pointless visits to this temple and that hermitage?

			That question was not coming to me for the first time; it came to me all the time. But it was such painful proof of my failure that I never raised it with anyone but myself. Except once. I was on a retreat with a medical doctor from the University of Wisconsin, the kind of guy who could make anybody open up, and I remember telling him: “I’ve been meditating forever, and you know what? If you stood me in a lineup of a dozen people and put us through experiments designed to irritate us and then asked a panel of observers to identify the guy who’s been meditating for forty years—no one would pick me, the rigid German with the Irish temper.”

			It was hard to confess that I had spent all my adult life chasing peace and in the end wasn’t much different from the way I was at the start. But I shared my shame with him because I wanted to know if he thought I had wasted my time.

			He flashed me a smile of fatherly affection, raised his finger for emphasis, and said, “Never devalue the work you do before your breakthrough.”

			When he said that, I dismissed it as kindhearted consolation offered to a loser. But I’ve since changed my mind. A few days after the MRI analysis, I began to feel a wave of peace. And paradoxically, it didn’t come from seeing a path to health. I had reached the end of my path. I didn’t know what to do. I had nowhere to go. I didn’t want to quit, but everything I’d tried had failed. So, I stopped. There was no activity. There was stillness. And in that stillness, grace had an opening. Or perhaps I was opening to grace. Three weeks later, I got the phone call that led to my breakthrough.

			Breaking Through the Self-Image

			The call came from a woman who ran a support group for people with chronic symptoms like mine—everything from mold illness to chemical sensitivity, fibromyalgia, chronic Lyme disease, anxiety, and chronic pain. These illnesses often cost the sufferers their jobs, their savings, their spouses, and their homes because they get so reactive to their environment that they have to withdraw from life.

			The woman told me she had checked with members of the group and they were happy to have me, but they wanted me to understand that the group does not talk about new supplements or medicines or air purifiers or in-home saunas or the best new tea or how to find a “clean” living space; they talk about neuroplasticity and rewiring the brain’s response to triggers. If I wanted to take that approach, I would be welcome in the group.

			“Neuroplasticity” refers to the brain’s ability to adapt to its environment. If we can trace the source of a physical pain or illness to neural pathways in the brain, we can treat the body by changing the brain.

			I had heard about neuroplasticity, but not as a practice. This particular approach discussed by the group was developed by a woman named Annie Hopper who reacted so strongly to so many elements in her environment that she went to live on a houseboat, where she read books on neuroscience and developed an approach that cured first her—and then others. The cause, in her theory, was a limbic system stuck on high alert, constantly sending out messages of danger and flooding the body with cortisol, adrenaline, and norepinephrine. The more activated the threat detector, the more threats it detects, which is why people stuck in this pattern run into more and more triggers, leading not just to isolation but to anxiety, depression, and a host of other ills.

			I read the book, joined the group, ordered the videos, attended the workshop, and a few months later, I moved back into my house. I dropped the supplements, the air purifiers, the saunas, the restrictive diets, and the rest. This breakthrough was the mother of all my other breakthroughs. I had made the shift from believing and obeying my false and fearful thoughts to questioning them and defying them.

			It’s hard to rely on words to convey the impact this approach has had on my life. I would just say that—in terms of joy increased and suffering reduced for time invested and money spent—nothing I had ever done came close to it. When I completed the workshop, I had never felt happier, every relationship was better, and I had never laughed so much in my life.

			After I moved back home, I explored more approaches to self-directed neuroplasticity, learned about others, and practiced approaches from different teachers. As I mentioned above, neuroplasticity means that the brain is designed to be changed by experiences—namely, thoughts, beliefs, and emotions. “Self-directed neuroplasticity” means doing practices that favor the thoughts, beliefs, and emotions that change your brain in the way you want. In the words of one of my teachers, if you change certain habits, “your brain has no choice but to change.”

			The practices I’ve sampled are all grounded in the same insights—the central role of fearful thoughts in causing physical and emotional illness and the ability of certain practices to weaken or dissolve those thoughts and the feelings that come with them. In this book, I’m not telling a story about one practitioner or one approach. The expanding insights of neuroscience are generating waves of change grounded in scientific truths whose full application, when it comes, could be staggering. To paraphrase research psychiatrist Jeffrey M. Schwartz, “Your mind can change your brain.”

			The neuroplastic approach is not currently widely understood or accepted, but it’s gaining followers. In late 2021, a study, published the next year in JAMA Psychiatry, highlighted the power of a neuroplastic approach in healing back pain, and a Washington Post article by social historian and science writer Nathaniel Frank put it this way:

			
				The view that chronic pain originates in the brain—that it’s fundamentally a psychological phenomenon, and can be eliminated by altering thoughts, beliefs and feelings rather than by changing something in the body or flooding it with chemicals—has long been controversial and is still largely dismissed as New Age hooey or offensive victim-blaming. But what started out as a hunch by health-care practitioners on the fringe is finally being proved true by science.

			

			In this back-pain study—a randomized controlled trial conducted at the University of Colorado at Boulder—66 percent of the patients who’d been suffering for years with chronic back pain declared themselves nearly or fully pain free. A separate study published at the same time by Harvard-affiliated researchers showed comparable results.

			The method used in both studies was a practice designed to reduce fear—and reducing the fear reduced the pain. These findings support the claim that chronic pain often originates in the brain and is not a result of tissue damage. The Post article notes that A. Vania Apkarian, who runs a neuroscience pain lab at Northwestern University, can predict which subjects will develop chronic pain by looking at images of their brains, not their backs.

			The ability to heal chronic pain and other illnesses is hugely significant—but this is just the beginning. The coming applications of neuroplasticity can go deeper than healing physical and emotional ailments—unless by “healing physical and emotional ailments” we mean healing suffering itself.

			The link between thoughts and suffering has been posited by spiritual teachers for more than 2,500 years, and the art of dissolving thoughts that cause suffering has been taught as well. So, neuroplasticity is not an invention of science. It is a reality of nature that is now being confirmed by science, explained by science, validated by science, and in the future can be applied more broadly through innovations inspired by science.

			Self-directed neuroplasticity turned my life around. This is the breakthrough—the art of changing the thoughts and feelings that cause our suffering. Not just the thoughts and feelings that lead to back pain but also the thoughts and feelings that build the false image of who I am and tell me I have to defend that self-image if I want to be happy.

			I used to believe that if I understood clearly who I wanted to be and worked for a long time to achieve it, then I could make myself into that person, and that would give me love, respect, and peace.

			I was wrong. I don’t mean to say that there aren’t some lives that are happier than others. And I do believe that a person whose self-image is supported by circumstances without much strain on their part is a happy person for as long as it lasts. I also believe this approach can lead to great accomplishments. But it is not a way to find peace. Peace comes not from fulfilling the self-image but from dissolving it.

			As I mentioned at the start, there are two basic approaches to seeking peace: getting what you want and wanting what you get. The first is chasing peace; the second is finding it. The breakthrough is moving from the first approach to the second.

			The principles of neuroplasticity are the heart of the shift. Before the breakthrough, I was trying to defend and preserve the self-image. Since the breakthrough, I’ve been cutting off the fuel that sustains the self-image.

			The secret is knowing that a feeling of fear always needs a fearful thought to feed it, and a fearful thought always needs a fearful feeling to drive it. If we can disrupt that two-way network, the fear starts to dissolve. When fear dissolves, the self-image dissolves too—because the self-image was created to defend us from fear.

			That’s a big part of my practice—in the midst of a dark feeling, finding the thought that feeds the feeling, then starving the thought of the fear it needs, sometimes by laughing at it. “Giggling at yourself is the best therapy,” James Alison once told me. Then he added, “The devil can’t cope with humor.”

			This is one of the approaches I use. But no single practice or approach will work for everyone. We each have to find a method that works—and we may switch our practice from time to time. To find our way, we have to go through a lot of trial and error, and we don’t live long enough to try everything. We need to learn from other people’s errors—and their successes. We’re at our best when we’re helping one another figure things out—reporting dead ends, detours, breakdowns, breakthroughs, shortcuts, blind spots, and things that backfired.

			That’s why I have always felt a compulsion to write down the things I do in case they work. I think we owe it to one another to share whatever helps. In this book, I am adding my notes and practices to the conversation—I hope they will help others, and I’m confident the feedback will help me. We’re in an age of change, with a more profound understanding of a way out of suffering than we’ve ever had, with innovations that could change the world by changing us. We need to stick together, share what we know, and help one another find the way. We were born for such a time as this.
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			Chapter Two

			The Beginning of Breaking Down

			In the summer after I finished third grade, I watched on TV as Senator Daniel Inouye of Hawaii gave the keynote address at the 1968 Democratic National Convention.

			I didn’t know anything about Inouye at the time. If I noticed during the speech that he gestured only with his left hand, or that his right sleeve hung empty at his side, I don’t remember it. Only later did I learn about his courage in battle. All I knew about him that night was that he could electrify my eight-year-old brain by saying this: “In closing, I wish to share with you a most sacred word of Hawaii. It is aloha. To some of you who have visited us, it may have meant ‘hello.’ To others, aloha may have meant ‘goodbye.’ But to those of us who have been privileged to live in Hawaii, aloha means ‘I love you.’ So to all of you, my fellow Americans, aloha.”

			That was the first speech that ever inspired me. When I became a speechwriter myself, I carried that memory inside me. “This is what a speech can do. This is what a speech should do. This is what I should do.”

			Even now, when I write a speech, especially if it’s a speech for a big occasion, I picture a triumphal outcome of people moved to tears, cheers, laughter, and applause. That’s the story in my head. That’s what my self-image wants. It doesn’t matter who is giving the speech; I have to be the secret unsung hero. (People will sing songs about how unsung I am.) If the speech fulfills my hopes, I’m delighted. If it fails, I get angry—and look for someone to blame.

			One of the last speeches I worked on at the White House I wrote with Sandy Berger, President Clinton’s national security advisor. He was giving a short talk at a White House staff farewell party in a tent on the South Lawn in January 2001—a week or two before we’d all be gone.

			It was a chance for Sandy to say “thank you” to the president for his contributions to foreign policy, with an emphasis on how much the people of the world loved him. We had just seen thousands of people flood the streets in Vietnam to get a glimpse of Clinton. In Ghana, five hundred thousand people had come to hear him speak. During his visit to India, a famous columnist and novelist had written: ‘‘India is mesmerized by Clinton. He’s cast a spell. Even the sanest of people have lost their reason.” The president had won friends for the United States all over the world, and Sandy wanted to pay tribute to that.

			His remarks were short. But the speeches before Sandy’s ran long, leaving people drained and drifting toward the food at the edge of the tent when it was Sandy’s turn to speak. The words flowed well, but people weren’t paying attention, and I got furious and stormed out of the tent. An hour later, a colleague who’d been at the event saw me and said, “What a surprise!”

			“What surprise?” I asked.

			“Fleetwood Mac!” he said, looking at me oddly.

			Stevie Nicks and Fleetwood Mac had been standing behind the curtain that Sandy was speaking in front of. A few minutes after Sandy’s speech, the curtain dropped, and the band performed “Don’t Stop”—the Clinton 1992 campaign anthem. That was one of the higher prices I paid for one of my touchy-speechwriter temper tantrums. Three and a half years of White House stress had begun to break me down.

			The Self-Image Strategy for Happiness

			No matter who we are or what job we have, our self-image is getting affirmed and wounded every day. Some days burnish the self-image, some days batter it, and some days do both. But outside the daily fluctuations of the self-image, there is a larger trajectory, running over the course of years, that tracks the rise or fall of the self-image and can tell us whether we’re still building up or have entered the phase of breaking down.

			I don’t believe that it’s the self-image alone that is building up or breaking down; what’s breaking down is the self-image model of happiness—an often-unconscious strategy for seeking happiness that is made up of three parts: (1) forming a positive self-image or story that makes me feel good, (2) trying to get people to tell my story back to me, and (3) trying to live up to my story without exhausting myself. When this system is working, I am getting what I want in life, including a feeling of purpose and belonging. I believe that this is generally what we call happiness, and as I said earlier, most of the self-improvement literature lies inside this model.

			This larger strategy for seeking happiness is either working or failing, building up or breaking down over a period of time—and here’s how we can tell which one is happening:

			I’m building up (the strategy is working) if my story is getting bigger and bolder, there is more validation and support for my story from the people I care about, and I don’t feel much strain in keeping up the story: I’m not drinking or taking drugs to boost my mood, I’m not exhausting myself with work, I’m not lying to make myself look good, and I’m not obsessing over diet and exercise or relying on other tricks and tactics to keep up appearances.

			I’m breaking down (the strategy is failing) if my story is getting harder to defend; it’s being challenged, so I have to fight for it; I feel anxious, exhausted, and depressed; and I get angry with the people and events that contradict my story. I might even be breaking down if my story is getting bigger and bolder and I’m getting lots of support for my story, but I’m feeling anxious and depressed and exhausted because it’s getting harder and harder to live up to that story.

			A decisive factor in whether I’m building up or breaking down is how I feel. The self-image model is a strategy for peace and happiness, so the test of how it’s faring is personal: Do I feel happy? Do I feel peaceful? It’s not only what I produce that tells me whether I’m building up or breaking down—but what it takes to produce it, what it takes out of me to produce it. An artist might be at the peak of their fame and on the edge of despair. The self-image might be rising while the person is collapsing.

			So, a key measure of breakdown is “Do I feel broken down?” Am I exhausting myself to produce what I do because it would humiliate me to produce anything less? Is my self-image, in other words, turning into an abusive boss?

			The breakdown of the self-image model of happiness starts with the breakdown of the self-image itself. And the self-image has to break down because the self is a false construct—which we can learn from a study of Hinduism, or Buddhism, or Jungian psychology, or a variety of neuroscientific perspectives, or, more significantly and fruitfully, a lifetime of introspection.

			If we pay attention, we can see that the more pressure that’s put on the self-image, the more certain it is to break down. The higher the standards, the higher the stakes, the greater the power of the people watching—the more stress will be placed on the self-image. And the stressful forces that break us down are patient and persistent—they don’t usually break our self-image in two. It’s rarely so dramatic. Instead, they make constant demands so that we spend all our energy defending the self-image, and that effort saps the life force of the person behind the image.

			Perfectionism—Being Perfectly My Self-Image

			When someone first asked me if I had impostor syndrome at the White House, I was offended. “Are you saying I’m not good enough?!” “Impostor syndrome” means feeling I’m in a place I don’t belong, in a job I don’t deserve, and I’m about to be exposed and fired.

			That wasn’t me. I totally belonged. That was the story I was telling myself. But here’s another story: A few days after I started the job, I was supposed to get in a motorcade that was leaving from the South Lawn, but I didn’t know how to get there, so I asked a colleague for directions. He said, “Go across West Exec into the West Wing, take a left at the VP’s office, and walk down the hallway past the Oval…” and I stopped listening because I was thinking: “Are you crazy?! If I walk past the Oval, the Secret Service will tackle me!”

			That’s how much I felt I belonged.

			So how did I deal with the impostor syndrome I didn’t know I had?

			I worked overtime in overdrive every day to prevent the mistake or mediocrity that would prove I didn’t belong. It started with frenzied research. I became best friends with the librarians in the Old Executive Office Building. I would gather hundreds of pages of book excerpts and old speeches and put them in fat binders. I’d read them all, mark them up, code them by section—always searching for the fact or phrase that would stand out—and I’d delay writing the draft so I could do more research. Then I’d write draft after draft, never letting anyone see anything until it was superpolished, then follow with obsessive proofreading and compulsive fact-checking, always scanning the horizon for threats and rewriting the draft to defuse them.

			This was my approach to the silent voice inside telling me I didn’t belong: I took a hike up the steep mountain path of perfectionism—desperate to reach the summit but terrifying myself over the tiny margin for error and the huge cost of failure.

			Back then, though, I couldn’t have said any of this. Perfectionism was a force I didn’t understand and couldn’t name. I just thought I was being the way people are supposed to be if they’re not losers.

			Perfectionism, at least my practice of it, is driven not by my fear of making a mistake but

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Losing My Self-Image—Losing My Cool
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			When the Story Says What You Want It to Say
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